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2004

THE SANCTUARY

It’s been here, in this bedroom, with Jack and without him, that she has found her only privacy. But now she’s surrounded, day and night, by care. Her son Paul and his wife Kelly come to her here, as do her brother Richard and his wife, her friend Colleen. And their friend Jude comes too, and sometimes even her husband, Gus. They are all staying close, to help her. And to help Jack. A week ago she heard them at the bottom of the stairs, drawing up their workable schedule. Which is exactly what she would have done. Like many grown children Michael and Jan and April are all at a distance now, but they have been coming home when they can, and when Jack calls to tell them to come.

And there are all the variously interested parties, old neighbours and acquaintances, women from her fundraising committees, who send their selected cards and short letters and e-mails, who make their phone calls and leave their hesitant messages. Although she does like the idea of people giving her a thought and is thankful for their trouble, because where would she be without it, she often catches herself wondering if they might be more disciplined. Right from the start, every time she saw that look and heard, I can imagine, she wanted to say, Oh, no. You can only imagine. Only. Precision mattering more now, with all this waiting. With time this empty. Sometimes she wants to tell Jack to just cut to the chase, to be done with it, to set up  his own recorded message advising people that, yes, it is definitely on its way. But thanks.

Since the move home from the hospital and then the adjustment to more potent pain management, because pain can move like water, it can find a path, she has been working hard to live with whatever comes her way. One of the things she’s living with is this stainless steel bed, which is high off the floor so she can be helped more easily, so the nurses won’t strain their backs lifting her, easing her from one position to another or getting her up to walk the hall or to sit for a while in the chair. Although it would be a significant drop to the floor, she argues every day against the locking side rails and sometimes, though not through the night, and not now, they let her win. The bed also has a crank for the readjustment of dead weight, to relieve her hips or her bum or her back.

The one good thing about the bed is that it offers a new perspective through the big front window. Now she can see not just her neighbours’ chimneys and their sharply pitched, snowy rooftops but their locked, heavy front doors and their lit-up living room windows, one with its drapes drawn every night sharp at nine, without fail. Drapes on a timer? More likely a wife on a timer, or a husband.

And in the darkest night, having been set up in this different part of the bedroom, having had her sightline altered, she can see the city’s stolid black light standard out on the boulevard, with its cone of light. At night the falling snow is backlit, theatrical, a show against the dark, and the branches of the big front yard maple, heavy with a crust of ice, catch some of the light. Before, lying in the marriage bed, she could see only the glow the standard threw. And never the stars beyond it.

Sometimes, waiting for the discomfort to break down into its smaller parts, she leaves the street and the rooftops and the pulled drapes behind and like some big-winged bird with the head of a woman, her head, she flies around the city. She climbs high on the  December wind and with her bird’s-eye view she tracks the city’s old grid of streets. She can go south to the once-imposing downtown or she can bank and drift over to the other, unknown side of the city, where she has never lived. She can fly above the earliest and now very modest suburbs, where the burst of post-war prosperity first established itself and where she and Jack lived for a few years with their first, terrifying mortgage. Or out to the malls that almost killed the downtown and beyond them to the newest suburbs, which she and Jack agree are evidence of something far beyond prosperity. And then out to the big-box American stores, each of them, by their thousands, identical in every city on the continent. Like churches. And here and there across the city, infill it’s called, the nests of condos built for forward-thinking older couples, not unlike themselves, who, given the cost of heat and the headache of upkeep, think they might take their equity and travel. Get away. Or help their kids.

Along with the locking bed rails and the discomfort and the distracting backlit drama of falling snow, another thing she’s been living with is a near pleasurable sadness. Depression’s better sister. Although the sadness does have its sweet contradiction now, which is a near-greedy anticipation of decency, of generosity. She watches for these gifts, keeps track of them. Lives them again later, on rewind, when she’s alone. Yesterday she told Colleen and Jude that her dying has changed people more than anything else she can think of, and she watched their fixed smiles as it dawned on them that this is what she wants. She wants them to keep up with her. Although just how, she’s not prepared to say.

But she has also been living with the most nonchalant stupidity. Such as a Calgary cousin’s hope, expressed in green ink on an already iffy greeting card, that she might go quickly. Go? Jack asked, letting the card drop from his hands to the floor. Such as a devout and not very close neighbour’s confidential singsong at her bedside about the life to come, the detailed and appealing description of paradise, as if it  were a destination the woman could recommend, a city she’d meandered through on a spring tour, like St. Petersburg, or Bath.

And there was that supportive friend of a friend who tagged along when she was still on the couch downstairs, who surely had been forewarned that it was no Atkins diet. But, to be fair, that was when her body had briefly realized its old ideal weight, the flatter stomach, the thinner thighs, the leaner, sharper face. That previous, better look. And she was still wearing the lipstick and blush and mascara and shadow that Colleen brought to her on a tray. So the tagalong visitor had complimented her, extravagantly. You look terrific, he said. But so what. Maybe, for that afternoon, he was right.

Now she is both thin and puffy. Looking nothing like herself. The word for this is wasting. Or slipping. Or failing. Any and all of them correct.

Four years ago, that late August when they put a name to the first of her hard little bastard bullets, she’d grown old in three days. She and Jack had invited Paul’s three boys out for a weekend at the cottage and even knowing what she believed she knew, she had not wanted to cancel, to disappoint her young grandsons. But then on the Sunday afternoon she’d sent Jack back to the city with them, insisting. Convincing herself that he would be fine driving into London with his car full. He’d never done this with their own kids because he was a different man then, an eager, preoccupied young accountant, but women did it routinely, even before seat belts. And anyway the kids had been so deliriously pooped, so played out, they would have been asleep by Parkhill, every blessed one of them. Zonked.

She’d called Alice’s office on the sly and her appointment was booked for Thursday afternoon. So she’d asked Jack please to come back for her Thursday morning, repeating herself, Thursday morning, not Wednesday night. She had cut these days and nights out deliberately and she’d watched Jack wonder what she wanted from them, but he didn’t ask. She knew the drill. Alice would be strict. A new  mammogram, a needle biopsy, which sounded god awful but, according to Jude, who had been through it, required only that she stay absolutely still, as for a portrait, which she could do. Then maybe an ultrasound and no discomfort there either, then waiting, and maybe surgery, maybe the scooping out of breast tissue and lymph nodes, and after the surgery the thick grey drainage tube that Jude had wanted to show her, that emerged not through some natural orifice but through a hole in the flesh, like a parasite on a lake trout. Then more waiting and maybe radiation, and, if it had to come, as it did, chemo. And, finally, the new pill, a different new pill. One that gave you not your defence against pregnancy but a chance to live, with, guess what, mood swings.

You didn’t have to be the friend of someone who’d had it. Like many women, she had paid attention to the news reports and magazine pieces and to all the documentaries about the prevalence, about the treatments and drugs. The progress. Jack would never sit still for any of the documentaries. When he was going through his own business with his heart, with his compromised arteries, his approach had been determined in the extreme, but limited. And after his surgery, believing the threat to be behind him, he didn’t even like to hear the word health. Standing beside Jude’s hospital bed after her episode, standing tall as a prime example of survival, Jack had told her, “You are going to be better than new. Trust me.”

And he’d been right. Jude was fine. And is still. Jude had survived the invasion because her body fought it.

And what had she done to help Jude? Had she said the right words in the right way, at some right time? No, she had not. And had her tongue-tied, graceless attempts excused her, so that nothing really needed to be said? No, they had not.

Jack would not be leaving her, she’d known that. Still, how much ruin could a man be expected to embrace? A tenderness? A scar? An amputation? And if he couldn’t be tempted by disfigured flesh, how  were you supposed to get by without the friendly release of middle-aged lust? The occasionally robust, late-night throws of it, as if in remembrance, and just as desired, its uneventful, Sunday morning peace.

After Jack had left with the boys she’d decided to take her tartan blanket and a mystery novel and a glass of Scotch down to the beach. The shallow shoreline waves were down to almost nothing, a thin sheen on the sand, and taking a long drink, she reached up under her frayed red sweatshirt for her breast. The unrestrained, summer free breast was sweaty and warm. In just those few days her fingers had become practised instruments. They pushed deep. Dug in. “Come to me,” she coaxed. “You little black hearted misery.” The sun was inching down to the far edge of the lake. She dropped flat on the blanket. Lying flat allowed the legitimate flesh of her breasts to sink into her body, to expose the small, solid core. The hard little bastard bullet had not yet been touched by any other hand and it had not yet been given any official name. She sat up again. Staying upright gave her more perfect flesh a chance to surround the thing, to overcome it, suffocate it, bury it.

She wondered about the mammogram, if an invaded breast might resist flattened inspection. For years she had followed the advice of the technician who recommended a Tylenol beforehand, or two, one for each, to soften the quick but brutal annual pinch, but she knew that the next session could be, as Jude described it, a completely new experience. She wondered too if squashing it like that, or even touching it, finding it over again and over again and worrying it with her fingers might cause some cocky, minuscule bit to break off and float away, to go looking for a more secluded home in her lung or her liver or her bones.

Shit, she’d thought. And said, too loudly. Oh, buckets of shit.

What she needed was a swim. A good long swim.

She stood up dizzy and started to climb the low grassy dunes to the  cottage. They’d bought the cottage when the kids were small, when such places were affordable. It’s white frame, with all the original pine inside, and wide plank floors and an old sofa and big, miscellaneous easy chairs, and it’s mostly wide open, with the kitchen and the bathroom and the bedroom at the back. Jack had hired one of Gus’s construction guys to rebuild the staircase up to the kids’ loft because it had got wobbly, and there’s a new screened porch at the front, with the deck coming out from that. And high on the front gable the name the place was given when it was built, in the forties, ThistleDoMe. The letters of the name, which are big enough to be seen from a boat not too far out on the lake, are always painted black.

Halfway up the dunes she remembered the novel and her empty glass and went back down for them scolding herself, annoyed at the forgetfulness. Only fifty-five and forgetfulness stumbling around in her brain like some drunk who wants to stay the night.

She stripped standing on the rag mat at the foot of the bed and pulled on her black bathing suit, which would have been still clammy from her afternoon swim with the grandkids. The last bathing suit she’d had that wasn’t black, a dark red and the last two piece, she’d bought but didn’t wear in Mexico. She had more or less stopped swimming in the daytime by then because her skin had become not just mottled but noticeably and delicately thinner, and looser, as though, if she did live long enough, it might simply fall away one morning, a second caul. Although somewhat shifted, her measurements, the numbers that had determined her worth as a young woman, had stayed close to what her mother called normal-so-forget-it when she was a compliment-starved girl. But such numbers had long since lost most of their power, or they had new significance. As markers for health, for life expectancy. She pulled the sweatshirt back on and grabbed a towel, stopping on her way through the kitchen to fill her glass.

Down on the beach again she bent to set the glass on the blanket, tossed off the sweatshirt and walked across the warmed sand toward  the water as she had since she was a young competitive swimmer, with the towel slung round her neck like an athlete’s towel. The thin waves breaking on the sand refreshed and consoled her, which was their job. Although the morning’s castles had not been obliterated by the waves’ action on the sand, they had been breached and this certainly would have caused heartbreak if the boys had stayed to see it. The blue red sun had inched closer to the water. Blue red at night, sailors’ delight. So no warning needed.

She dropped her towel on the last dry sand. The Warren teenagers from two cottages down were diving off their raft and she assumed they could see her walking in. If she went under, which was not probable, she hoped that one of them might take the trouble to pause from his horseplay to notice.

Lining up her approach with the sun’s reflection, which had laid itself down in a broad, fiery path across the easy rolling surface of the lake, water like that always for her a large and deceptively relaxed muscle, she wondered why she had never once shopped for the colour of a summer evening sun, the one colour she likes more than any other. She has picked sweaters trying to catch the colour of a sedum from her fall garden, chosen shoes to match a boulder. Why has she never looked for the sun low on the water?

The clean chill of the lake bolted up through her legs and she reached down to cup the cold water, to splash her arms and shoulders. She tried again. She spoke again to her black hearted misery. “You and I are going down under this water,” she told it. “It will feel shockingly cold and you won’t like it. You will discover that I do a lot of things you won’t like.”

She swam out past the third sandbar and then parallel to the shoreline away from the Warrens’ raft and then back and in again to the shallower depth, where she could get her footing and catch her breath. Then she bounced up and off the smooth ridges of the lake bottom and dove straight down to stand on her hands, as she  had that afternoon to entertain the boys. It was her specialty. She was the expert Grandmother who could stand on her hands in the lake, who could hold her legs dead straight above the water with her calves tight together and her painted toenails pointed skyward while everyone shouted and shrieked and counted to ten. And that wasn’t all she could do. On a dreary, rainy morning she could find an invisible needle and a length of invisible thread and, one by one, sew her fingers together while children clung to her, their wide eyes hypnotized by her courage, excited by all that imagined pain. And then they could laugh at her, knowing.

She came up out of the handstand to float for a few peaceful minutes on her back, the loud raft horseplay deadened to watery silence and the lake a softly lapping ring around her face. Her exposed skin was cold because the sun was going fast, and her arm was sore, but then she’d been carrying heavy things, hadn’t she? Two year old Jackson, because he liked to run away, to be chased. And the cooler packed with boy food, the hotdogs and ketchup and peanut butter and jelly.

Standing and turning to come in, pushing to shore against the strength of the water, she believed she was content to be alone. She believed she had been right to make Jack leave her behind, that it was a reasonable thing to do under the circumstances.

And now no more swimming. Not in water. She has had no right to complain, of course, because Richard got her a friend of his, the best surgeon in the city, and the thing was pounced on and cut out fast, like a scoop of custard. As she waited in the chilled operating room for the anaesthetist to show up to put her under, the surgeon, who was an old hand, covered her with a heated flannel sheet and held her shaking arm. A good time to be alive, she thought, liking his grip. Then, at her follow-up appointment, after she and Jack were reminded that nothing is certain, they were told that the lymph nodes seemed to be uninvolved, and that the margins appeared to be clean. Margin being,  Richard explained, the name they give to the place where healthy tissue takes a stand. And after the round-table team meeting where all of her professionals together determined her optimum treatment, and how glad she was to discover that she had herself a team, her skin had knit into that narrow, rubbery scar, very much like Jude’s own companionable scar, and she was signed up for radiation.

To prepare her for radiation, a technician with calipers marked her with four small, permanent tattoos, the four corners like the guiding crosshairs on the scope of a gun, or like stars hanging high in a sky watching over a ship. The tattoos were the coordinates for the younger technicians down another hall, who laid her out beneath their monster machine and lined her up with beams of laser light to aim the rays down through the wall of her chest. To kill off everything, good and bad, that thought it might like to reproduce itself there. Always leaving the room, politely excusing themselves before they threw the switch, before the buzz, the hum.

Then after the healing flesh was thoroughly cooked there came a soviet plan, a five-year plan, a daily dose of tamoxifen, the estrogen killer. And curled in bed with Jack curled warm behind her, running his finger along the narrow ridge of her sewn-up skin and both of them exhausted with relief, she decided to sink her trust in modern medicine. Jude was holding steady, Jude was strong again, so why not her?

For a while, to someone not in the know, her breasts under a sweatshirt still looked more or less authentic. Certainly they had never been anything to write home about, but she had reason to admire and enjoy them. And because they’d been relatively modest breasts, they had held their own against middle-aged gravity longer than others she’d noticed. But now they are gone and she misses them, wherever they are. Every woman has, or should have, some near-perfect thing. Colleen has her perfect legs, which, even veiny, are still something to envy, to bitch about, to want for yourself. And Jude has her bank of barely manageable sweater-girl breasts, riding lower to the ground  now and with that scar she insisted they see, but at least a reminder.

Her hair is back now, for good. The same faded colour, nearly, but undeniably different hair. “Awful hair,” she tells the room, reaching up to pull hard, to check that it stays rooted.

She could reach to wake Jack, of course, to complain about her hair. But she doesn’t.

Later, Colleen and Jude will come for lunch again and then one of her travelling health care workers will arrive with another injection for the pain. Or as some of them like to call it, the discomfort. Most of the nurses are less formal now than old nurses, and they are often casually kind, which is sometimes all right. Nevertheless there are days when she longs for that colder, lost authority, when she would be grateful for a more disengaged, practised personality, for the quick and honest hands of a take-charge woman in a dark cape, in a white starched cap and ugly shoes. Because there are times when the kindness can do nothing for her. When she wants to say, No, kid, in spite of that smile of yours and that good-hearted empathy, we are not in this, or in anything else, together. She does give the nurses full credit for the discipline of their punctuality, their rushing around the city trying to show up before the discomfort gets ahead of anyone.

What is threatening to get ahead of her are random cramps and suspiciously everyday aches and the points of knives, all manner of knives. Pain that can announce itself like a frantic child and then, miraculously, settle down, to rest. Or best of all, die, suffocated three times a day by her new best friend, morphine. Although not dependably and not perfectly, morphine can blunt not just the pain but the shards of dread. The abrupt and pure and foreign dread. A month ago they had her on a liquid morphine, which she swallowed with grape juice, to kill the taste. Communion, Jack called it, mixing her cocktail.  Communion.


God will be what God will be. That’s what she believes. So there is nothing to comprehend, nothing to decide to do. She’d lost all desire  for her mother’s God years ago, and in losing the desire had lost the dogma, too, so it isn’t the terrifying, paralyzing, childhood-promised afterlife she dreads. It’s the leaving. That maudlin folk song from the sixties had it wrong because, yes, it is the leaving of Liverpool that grieves you. Not your poor sore body but all your known life, gone, stopped. Taken. As if you haven’t loved it, or earned it. And your own loss doubled and doubled and doubled. In Jack and in the four kids, who are going to have to live through it, this hard first lesson, without her. And in Colleen and Richard and Jude and Gus, who are, it has to be remembered, every one of them, losing her.

“Think other thoughts,” she says, wanting to start over. She doesn’t talk to her tumours any more, not since the last surgery when even the most rational begging had to stop.

Throughout all of it, to deal with the concern and distress that have rushed her from every direction, she has wanted to stay calm. Where Jack’s stance with his heart attack was the hard-nosed, bruising fight, and Jude’s with her cancer was forthright and pragmatic, she has chosen calm. Colleen and Jude helped Jack see her in and out of hospital that first time four years ago, but after she was home with the incision healed, she wouldn’t let them drive her to her radiation treatments, and she wouldn’t let Paul or Kelly either, because, like Jack, they were all supposed to be busy with their own lives. I’m fit, she told them. I’ve got my car. This is almost behind me.

But those were the months when she could take refuge in hopeful-ness, when she could use her little scraps of cleverness to encourage the people who loved her, or liked her, or thought about her. The brave hearts who believed, as did she, that she stood a good chance. As good a chance as anyone, that was the hope. The people who wanted to look back one fine day and discover solace in the attention they’d given her, or maybe recall the superhuman energy that the sick, the beloved sick, can create.

A few of them would have been ready to repeat all the best lines  verbatim, to tell you exactly who said exactly what, because after any extraordinary situation has passed there are people who can do this. And others would have wanted to remember, remember fondly, the good times, and in those good times, all that contained, distilled laughter. But too many of her visitors have used their laughter as proof of their stiff-necked southern Ontario courage, and she’s been as bad as the worst of them. And now that she’s had enough of that laughing grace under pressure, she wonders what it might be like to die in another place.

The good months ended in September of 2001, the same morning the towers in New York came down, when her surgeon, who had neither seen nor heard about the first plane, called with the results of her further tests, with the news that the margins had not, in fact, held. He wanted to go back in, he said, disappointed. It’s such an unknown, he said. Jack had to take the phone to tell the guy to get to a television, and then he bent down and lifted her off the chair up into his arms to tell her that it was still, Jesus God, it was still nothing. Michael and Jan and April came right home again, braced for the bigger fight, but the surgeon had to take both breasts and then it was new tattoos and more radiation and chemo cocktails and a couple of classy silk scarves until her hair decided to come back.

After that second surgery, with everything gone and the bras all garbaged, she told anyone who would listen, No garden, no weeds.

But when they found it in her stomach, she had her well-rehearsed talk with each of the kids and then made Jack stop answering the phone. And he did stop, for as long as he could stand it. Explaining to her that if he didn’t take the calls, people would just arrive at the door. Or some would.

And he was right. Up until a couple of weeks ago, some of her most determined visitors did come to her unannounced, and perfectly ready for straight talk. But she’d held her own against their straight talk because why should all the best choices, the tone of voice, the  arrangement of words, the very point of the words, be taken away from her. Why the hell should I have to change, she’d asked Jack. And she’d put the question to her fleeting oncologist too, the man whose back she came to know better than his face: Why would anyone want to mess with such a perfectly tuned personality? But really, the oncologist’s only job was to prod her with his educated fingers. Prod her and then lean in close with his quiet breath on her skin as if to listen to the corrupted cells. He had neither the inclination nor the time that morning to pick up on nuance, to understand that what she needed lying on his table was just a little play.

Colleen and Jude play with her. Now, like designated angels, they are letting her get away with things, protecting her. Now it’s all, yes,  and if you like, and if you want, and sure, no reason why not. Watching them think and think again, watching them bite the tongues they’ve become afraid of, she sees that she has never paid adequate attention to groups of friendly women, to the clusters of them everywhere you look, like hunting parties safe in their number. What she is finally beginning to understand is that all those years of talk, the pleasure of idiocy, the bouts of worry, the complaints, the humouring of memory, even the offhand, underdone affection, these are the least of it. The best of it is being known. Known over time.

So until the rest of her kids get home, these two useful friends are, with Jack and Richard and with Paul and his wife Kelly, in charge of her. Although she does know that there might be a time, a short time, she hopes, when no one but the lady morphine will be in charge.

Jack is actually swaying on the chair now so maybe she should reach over to rouse him? To save him? No, not yet.

She has been saving Jack forever, and he has saved her, too, taking his turns. Although he was already a lapsed Catholic when she met him, pretty generally lapsed actually, he agreed to be married in her mother’s church, for the sake of peace on earth, he said. But even now he holds to some of his Catholic habits, one of them a friendship with  a priest, Father Tony. Father Tony golfs with Jack and Richard and Gus, and when they go up north to that fishing camp, he sometimes goes along because he likes to gut and cook fish. And he has come to sit beside her bed, several times, to talk about her life on earth.

One of the best things about marrying Jack was that she could stop imagining a life bereft of a man. But then with his heart business she imagined it again, right through to her most selfish, left-behind self. If it had been him, if Jack had, as he’d threatened to, died, his acquaintances would no doubt have surrounded her with sincere but vague support, with murmurs of concern laced with confidence in her strength, as if they had always seen it. And this might have helped, as long as it lasted. She would still have had the younger men, certainly, her sons’ and her daughters’ partners, and Jude’s son Liam, men who were separated from her by a generation and what that brought with it. And Richard would have stayed as he was, with his brotherly solidarity and his being Colleen’s husband. Jude’s Gus would have remained Jude’s very solid Gus. Many things about him might have made her want a man again. Never him, but a close copy.

Horribly, she’d even imagined placing an ad in the Free Press personals. Mature woman, once firm and fit and with pictures for verification, seeks romantic partnership. Fun for all but nothing long term. Just until the end. She would have made Colleen and Jude help with the wording, called on Jude’s vast experience with her untold seductions, and on Colleen’s more measured guidance.

But Jack didn’t die.

And now it’s going to be her, and what is he, at his most left-behind, imagining for himself? Nothing. That’s what she would say, knowing him.

“It’s up to you, isn’t it?” she says. “To tell him that he’s going to need someone.”

Jack had not got to her first because the sixties had begun to change things, and young women like her no longer had to twiddle  their thumbs waiting. But how witless she’d been, before she met him, before he convinced her to trust herself. Wanting love without loving instinct. And those other eager young men and all their brave suggestions, their gratitude, and their well-mannered disappointment. Young women are luckier today, she thinks, with attitudes shifted beyond recognition and the pill a given. And with so many different species of women to watch, to imitate or to ignore. But Jack didn’t care about what other kind of woman she could be. And so she signed on to this life with him, church vows and all. Although she didn’t mind giving up her maiden name, McKellar, she refused to speak the word obey, asking for cherish instead, or maybe it was  esteem. Something more likely, she’d told her mother.

“Hey,” she says. She reaches over the bed rail to take his arm. “Hey, my good man.” He comes to with a start, groaning one of his stiff groans. His glasses, hanging from their cord against his chest, make him look like some stuffy old man in a play.

“Part of me wanted to see you fall off that chair,” she says. “For the uproar.”

“Did you?” he says. He stretches his arms and leans down to kiss her.

“Sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

But Jack her good man, her good and cherished man, is a lot more than sorry. He is ashamed. Because he should have been awake. If he could just get a few solid hours. If he could just get caught up.

He drops her bed rails and goes into the bathroom to pee and to wash his face awake. Then leaning over the sink, watching his scowling reflection in the pocked mirror, he sees that sleep isn’t what his body wants. His jaw is heavy with yesterday’s growth and he has a touch of pink-eye, so he finds the tube of ointment in the medicine cabinet and then washes his hands again, scrubbing his nails with the brush. Finished, he turns to look out the narrow window on the snowy backyard. In the dark of night the moon will bounce off the  snow, making shadows of the tree limbs, but night has lifted now. He thinks about a hazy summer morning. About dawn in the garden, without her. And then he thinks about the slugs that hide in her bank of hostas, about taking the blade of the shovel to them, splitting and pulping them. She has done that herself. He watched her do it.

Jack is still in the bathroom but Paul has come up for a quick visit. He’s wearing his grey teacher slacks and a blue shirt with a loosened tie. His jaw is his dad’s, but clean-shaven. He is on his way to work, to his school, across town. He puts the New Yorker he’s brought her on the bedside table and then he goes to stand like a guard at the foot of the bed, to hold her feet in his strong grip. Because this is what he does now. Holding her feet, he offers up all the strength he’s got.

“How was the night?” he asks.

“Pretty good,” she says.

“Sleep?” he asks. “Rest?”

“Some,” she tells him.

“I just wanted to check in,” he says. “I’ll come over later, after supper.”

“I know you will,” she says.

He nods at her and gives her one last good squeeze and then turns to go, passing his father out in the hall, who walks him to the top of the stairs.

When Jack comes back she makes him stop at the small partners’ desk under the window. “Get my journals out,” she says.

He looks down at the drawers, where he has always half known her journals were kept. “All of them or some?”

“All,” she says. “But bring me 1967.”

He hauls them out of the drawer and stacks them on the desk beside the other books, the helpful, remedy-filled books that some of her visitors have left behind them. He has no trouble finding the year she wants because each cover is clearly marked. He sits down beside her.

“Now find late May,” she says.

So he leafs through the pages.

She is being so good, he thinks. Crying, complaining so little. The strength in her stunned calm easily as strong as the force of his own, more fortunate, fight, with his heart. You hear about this. Only a few times, when she’s looked straight at him with that face that says you have to help me, and it wasn’t the pain, it was what the pain meant, has he seen that she is prepared to believe. She will not be coming back from this. Her oncologist’s fair warning, to them both.

“What exactly am I looking for?” he asks.

“Yourself,” she says. “You are looking for the name Jack.”

He is quiet, like a sad scholar, and then he lifts his own spirits and says, “Here’s something.”

“What have you got?” she asks.

“‘Jack’s mother went over to Port Huron,’” he reads. “‘She bought me two sets of striped sheets, which I will learn to love.’”

“Give it here,” she says.

He shrugs, inept. “I’m going down to make us an omelette,” he says.

“Just wait,” she says.

And he does. He waits and watches her search through 1967.

Fifteen years ago, when Jack was led to believe that he was going to die first, all he could think was, no. Just that, with every godforsaken ounce he had. No. Now, watching her, getting used to her in this high bed but wanting her down at the kitchen table or out in the garage getting into the car or packing up for the lake or arguing about the kids’ Christmas presents, he is catching on. He’s getting it. Right from the start, when they first met, nothing else was ever going to happen for them. And all of it, the big ideas, the plans, the work, the money, the comfort of her body, his own body’s strict and lucky habit of loyalty, the stubborn, costly mistakes, the laughs, the waiting, the kids, the luck, his discipline, hers, it was all only a way to use up time. Their short, short time.

They say you don’t remember much about sickness but that’s not  true. He does remember the heart’s pain, the severity and surprise of it, like any other muscle but bigger, worse. He knows that he cried and cried out, angry and ashamed, both. And that she sat there and cried out with him, with no shame whatsoever.

And even though he’d believed that the surgery was the answer for his plugged-up arteries, and even though he should have been grateful for all the expertise, he also remembers dreading, really fearing, the burning sting of that IV needle on the back of his hand. But then after his rib cage had been cranked opened and closed up again, he wanted the help. Whatever you’ve got, he’d tell them, let me have it. And he watched those suspended bags collapse as their magic syrup drained down into his blood. And then the whole mess went away and for all this time his heart has left him alone. And now it’s going to be her. Christ, he wants to ask them, can you tell me exactly what we’ve done wrong? Haven’t we eaten right? Didn’t we walk? Swim? Haven’t we taken holidays, taken ourselves away? Come down from our lives? Haven’t we paid attention?

When she was first pregnant with April, Sandra told him that she’d always been afraid she would be loved by the wrong man. Or in some wrong way.

But he has not been the wrong man.

She is turning the journal pages one at a time, tracing words with an impatient finger.

“What is it you want to find?” he asks.

“Sex,” she says. And then, “Here we go. This is the spring before we got married, when we were up at that leaky, rain-soaked cabin you borrowed.”

He prepares himself.

“Cats and dogs,” she reads. “It’s almost morning and it is still coming down hard. And we’ve been at it since yesterday afternoon.”

He lowers his head as if to deny his involvement. As if to ease his guilt in being that young, and so relentless. So good.

“Hunger has finally got us upright,” she reads. “But we’ve baked our potatoes for something like eleven hours and now they’re empty. They have disappeared inside their skins.”

He laughs until he cries, which is not very long.

But she doesn’t want to stop. She is ready with another page. She has found something else. “With him,” she reads, pausing, making him wait, “it almost always feels like kindness. Or some part of it does, the beginning, the middle, the end.”




LUNCH

SANDRA CAN HEAR JACK DOWNSTAIRS. He left her to check his e-mail, to see if there’s anything from April or Michael or Jan, and now he’s talking to someone on the kitchen telephone. The ringer on the phone beside her bed has been turned off so she won’t be bothered, but she is bothered, because sound lifts.

She closes her eyes but soon opens them again to the sound of Colleen and Jude letting themselves in the front door. They have arrived with their Sunday lunch. They will throw together whatever they’ve brought and reach her with their trays not very long after the blast of cold air they’ve let in has climbed the stairs to find her in her high bed. Colleen and Jude can both rummage through her kitchen cupboards now, even with Jack standing over them, and they don’t bother him any more with little questions. They have also learned to let her hang on to them when she’s up on her feet bound for the bathroom, or for the armchair. They have shampooed her hair and made her up. These are the things that are most easily taken, and most easily given, away.

The three of them will eat their lunch at the shaky old bridge table, which has been set up near the front window and covered with a freshly starched, cross-stitched, creamy linen cloth. Because someone has dug through her linen cupboard all the way back to her early  married years, when beautiful luncheon cloths were routinely given to young brides and, just as routinely, desired.

She has known Colleen since Richard married her forty years ago, and after so much time they can truthfully say that they are sisters-in-law who get along. The friendship got its start because, as was the custom, she was Colleen’s bridesmaid and then three years later, when she married Jack, Colleen stood up with her. Like any good maid, Colleen helped her with the invitations and the trousseau, she handed her the shower gifts to open, the juice glasses and the toilet brush and the tart tins, and she made the paper-plate hat with the ribbons, for the idiotic picture. She had ideas about the bridal gown too, because she knew how to dress even then, but they were soon overruled by her mother’s more determined choice, from a Vogue pattern book. The thing she remembers about her gown is that instead of a normal back zipper there was a long side zipper, running from her armpit down to her hip. The seamstress, a young Dutchwoman, made this change on her own, explaining that there was nothing worse than sitting in a church on a beautiful Saturday afternoon looking at a line of puckered satin running from a bride’s neck all the way down to her arse. And on the way home, with the dress folded into a dressmaker’s box in the back seat, her mother had lowered her head to ask what was the sense of avoiding puckered satin if you were going to have to live the rest of your life with such a coarsely described memory of it. But when the moment came, that was all forgotten, and Colleen had gone modestly ahead of her down the aisle, leading the way in her deep blue peau de soie gown, marching the slow march in her dyed satin spikes. The beautiful friend pretending, for the day, not to be.

The white, gold-embossed book of wedding photographs is still around somewhere, maybe down in the basement. The pictures were all standard issue for the era, the same as everyone’s, except that the camera, as it always has, liked Colleen best. Still, she was the bride, wasn’t she, and as pretty as she would ever be. And although Jack had  no interest in zippers or tart tins, he did say, stripping her down that night, that he was glad to be legally tied to her. “I’m tied to you,” he said, pulling her into the bed.

She and Colleen met Jude later, after the kids were born, and only by chance, because Jude and her son Liam had moved into the Oxford Street apartment, down and across the hall from Colleen’s elegant, widowed mother. With April and Michael in real school and Jan and Paul finally in three-times-a-week nursery school, she often went along when Colleen checked on her mother. By that time the two of them were used to doing things without their husbands, and the visits became part of a shared routine. The morning they met Jude they’d been busy planning an excursion for Colleen’s mother, a summer trip to Stratford to see a play, with Colleen arguing for lunch and Hamlet and her mother for dinner and As You Like It.  They knew about Liam first because it was a rainy Saturday and he was pounding up and down the long hall with his soccer ball, kicking it against the walls, irritating them and probably everyone else within earshot. So not particularly angry but only motherlike, businesslike, she went out to speak to him, to ask him to stop his thundering.

And then Jude came into the hall wearing old green cords, a shapeless, purple, crocheted sweater vest and a tight, polite smile. Clearly ready for anything, she planted her bare foot on the soccer ball, put one hand on Liam’s head and the other on her cocked hip. She was sorry for the noise, she said, but Liam was bored, because of the rain, because of the dismal day.

The day was an indisputable fact, so she told Jude that boys will be boys and invited her in for coffee.

Inside the apartment, Liam was given a banana muffin and put to the jigsaw puzzle laid out on a small table in a corner of the dining room, and Jude accepted a cup of strong coffee. They didn’t learn much. It was only the two of them, Jude and her son, and Jude had  a new job selling furniture at Kingsmills, and before they moved to London they’d been living in Woodstock and before that on some kind of farm north of Toronto. Then Jude rescued Liam from the puzzle, said her thank-yous and they left.

With things back to normal, Colleen’s mother said that in spite of her circumstances, the circumstances being the long, out-of-date hair and the bare feet and the unattractive, even for casual, clothes, and all of it accompanied by a healthy, noisy, lonely son, Jude seemed to be a nice enough young woman.

Leaving Colleen and her mother to decide on Jude’s niceness, she’d stood up to collect the cups and saucers. It had been a surprising morning. Although Colleen plainly didn’t, she kind of liked Jude. And it was clear that Liam was not the only one at loose ends. Jude too looked like she could use a friend. Not needy, but plainly alone, a bit lost. On edge. Some kind of edge. Making a life, for an unexplained reason, in a strange new city. With a boy but without a man . . .

And here they are, one friend behind the other, with her lunch. They have come to eat, which means to talk. Because, even now, they still believe there is more to know.

She has never been able to discover what Jack and Richard and Gus talk about when they’re on their own. There would not have been much conversation in the first years, when they took those hair-raising trips with all the kids, but later, when there was more money, when the six of them had flown away from the kids and she and Colleen and Jude had left the men to shop or to walk or to swim, they would have had plenty of time. Drinking rum, drinking tequila, had they told each other anything of importance? Gus must have had something to say to Jack about Richard’s affair, and about Colleen, in Spain. And Richard might have had an opinion or two about Jude’s earlier life, before Gus, at her communal farm with Liam’s father, Tommy Davis. She has almost always known what Jack thinks, but he’s not that good at reporting back. All she gets are the mundane  facts. A modest lottery win, a shoddy car dealership, a tricky investment, a better gym, a coveted boat.

Colleen and Jude put their trays down on the desk and start to set the table. Colleen has just got one of her good haircuts and, as usual, Jude could stand a trim and an ash blonde touch-up. Today it’s Colleen’s turn to bring the food and there is dark molasses bread and a small clay bowl of cream cheese, tomato soup cut with so much milk it’s barely pink, seedless grapes, and in quick response to a craving mentioned only yesterday, a pound cake drizzled with sugared lemon. They are saying that they made up a plate for Jack and are happy to report that he showed some enthusiasm for the soup.

Jude gets her up, bringing her first to a sitting position, finding the little black stool with her foot and then helping her stand by offering her own criss-crossed hands, which is a trick she picked up somewhere, the stronger hands crossed one over the other so the weaker hands can take a more natural, more productive grip. Her chair at the table is the comfortable one with the arms and she gets the midday view out the window. It’s normal now, all of this vigilant thoughtfulness.

“So how is Jack doing, really?” Jude asks, spreading cream cheese on a slice of molasses bread and offering it on her open hand, hoping for appetite.

Now that she is plainly dying, evidence of appetite is one of the few things Colleen and Jude want from her. Like mothers of some stubborn, cranky child, they will be searching their recipes and asking themselves what can they fix that her wretched digestive system might convert to an ounce of strength. What aromas, what blend of colours on what handsome plate. As if she might let go more comfortably on a full stomach.

“He’s not bad,” she says, refusing the bread. “We had a bit of breakfast. He made us an omelette.”

“I don’t think my army father cooked one thing in his entire life,” Jude says. “Unlike Gus.”

And haven’t they all been grateful for Gus’s spur-of-the-moment feasts, his scallops grilled on a whim after midnight, his proud disregard for recipes.

“An omelette,” Colleen says. “Good for Jack.” She moves the grapes closer. “These modern men can be just chock full of surprises.”

Colleen has only recently begun to call Jack and Richard and Gus these modern men, and hearing it, the men, whether annoyed or cheered, are letting it go.

“I’m not expecting many more surprises,” she tells them. She drops a grape into her mouth. She has never put it any plainer.

She has, however, made it clear that they can lose any cheery small talk. “Hope abides,” she said last week, at the first of these bedroom lunches. “I’m getting my fill without you two indulging yourselves.” But then watching Colleen’s green eyes glaze over and Jude’s fists tighten, she diluted her decree with, “I’ll try to stay open to idiocy.” As if they have once upon a time agreed that idiocy is their one strength.

When she first told them, after the initial diagnosis, she told them together, expecting nothing but the automatic, certain hope that she and Colleen had given to Jude on her diagnosis. And they’d given her exactly that hope. And then left her to handle what she could alone because they understood that a fuss, a big, unnatural fuss, might have harmed her.

“No more surprises,” Colleen echoes, wanting to give her the chance to say what she needs to say. Because, of course, Colleen will have imagined her long nights in this quiet house, conjuring and fighting her thoughts.

And she is ready to start, but then reaching across for another grape she catches her soup spoon with the sleeve of her nightie and knocks it onto the tablecloth. “Damn it,” she says.

They watch the starched linen absorb the stain, a jagged pink footpath through the many-coloured, cross-stitched threads. Day after day, she has become more and more distracted. Clumsier. Because  when health leaves you it takes everything with it. Grace. Skill. Patience. Ease.

But this time, for whatever reason, Colleen seems near frantic. “My mistake,” she says. “I brought too much. The table’s crowded.” And then she’s got the fix. “I’ll get it out tonight. I bought this magic stuff at Costco.”

And yes, Colleen is near frantic, but what she wants is to stop crying, at least here, in Sandra’s house. She has always had a lot of respect for that one person in a room who can swallow grief whole, who can discipline herself to give full attention to the one who needs it. She has seen this at work, at the hospital, when a child is born severely deformed and dies, and the expectant grandmother takes her grown daughter’s hand and tells her that it’s all right, that it just wasn’t meant to be, that all that matters now is her recovery. And then leaves, as if casually, to go around some corner and weep.

“The tablecloth should have been left in the linen cupboard where it belongs,” she tells Colleen. “So someone can have it.”

They decide together that the soup stain will be ignored. It didn’t happen. And then, to change the subject, Jude says, “What about a little makeup? After lunch?”

For Jude, Sandra’s plain, natural face is the most unanticipated change, because all three of them have always gamely made themselves up. Certainly no one expects Sandra to care now about the shape of her brows or to bother with little pots and potions, with shades of subtle, middle-aged red and sensible taupe, but her naked, sallow face, without the show and strength of colour, can make her look, some days, in the wrong winter light, like a woman they have never known. It bears no resemblance at all to Jude’s own rebellious, left-alone, sixties face, which got along fine without any help, and it’s not the plain, pure face of a child, either. Looking at Sandra now and knowing the time she just spent at her mirror at home, Jude feels not blessedly well but more like a made-up celebrity. Twice, she  suggested to Colleen that they could scrub their own faces clean, that they should give it up the way some kids shave their heads in solidarity with another kid. She argued that there was a load of power to be had in any woman saying, if you want to look at me, you can look at this. Fourteen years earlier, when she was waiting for the results of her own biopsy, she had tried to imagine her way through to remission, and she’d got herself almost as far as power, likely because it’s so easy to imagine. But Colleen said no, Sandra should not have to put up with their unimproved faces. She should see vigour when she looked at them. Or steadfastness. Something.

“No makeup today,” Sandra says. “Or ever.”

Because studying her changed reflection in the pocked mirror above the bathroom sink or in the hand mirror in her bedside table, and not truly hating what she sees because what could come of that, she has decided that a woman’s natural face has the look of a country pond. Water still, with depth and sky, but calm. Inland. She thinks this image might have come to her because she’s been reading poems in the New Yorker. It’s Paul’s wife Kelly who brings the New Yorkers, not daring to read any poem aloud but casually mentioning page numbers. She had forgotten all about poetry, its usefulness. Its accuracy. Certainly you can’t find it in any Canadian magazine.

She is on her second spoonful of soup, and looking out the big window across the snowbanked street, she sees a woman and a young man talking as they gaze up at an old roof. The woman is too well dressed to be a midday neighbour so she must be a Realtor. There must be another sale in the works.
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