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To my wife, Phyllis, who shared the journey and was of inestimable help along the way



Author’s Note

Memory is only one version of the truth about a life and I have tried to get as close to the truth as an aging writer’s memory allows. Some names have been changed. 



The Boy in the Well



Hey, diddle, diddle,

The cat and the fiddle,

The cow jumped over the moon;

The little dog laughed

To see such sport,

And the dish ran away with the spoon.

Sitting beside him on the bed, his mother recited the words while he lay waiting for the sandman to sprinkle the magic powder over his eyes. Meanwhile, he listened again to the words. How old was he? Old enough to understand that words could put pictures in your head. Perhaps he was five. In his mind’s eye he saw the cat on his hind legs wearing blue trousers with a grey vest and brown coat. Had he dressed the cat in his imagination, or was he remembering a picture on the wall of a store downtown where they sold toys and clothes for children? That was even earlier and he was very little then; his father was carrying him and there was snow falling on the street. Beyond the store’s big front window people were hurrying past with snow on their hats. It was the time of the year when Santa Claus came with presents. But perhaps looking at his mother and listening to the words, he thought he had invented his own version of the cat looking pleased with himself as he amused the dog, while high above them in a vast, dark sky a tiny cow was leaping across the moon, and the Man in the Moon was offering a wide grin to the earth below, where hand in hand, the dish and the spoon were running off to a forest. It was all a bit silly, he supposed, but it was funny too and made him smile and he liked the sound of the words in his ears. Sometimes, though, his mother read words from a book and the pictures they made in his head disturbed him.

Rock-a-bye, baby,

Thy cradle is green,

Father’s a nobleman,

Mother’s a queen

And Betty’s a lady

And wears a gold ring

And Johnny’s a drummer

And drums for the king.

Hush-a-bye, baby,

On the treetop,

When the wind blows,

The cradle will rock,

When the bough breaks,

The cradle will fall,

Down will come baby,

Bough, cradle and all.

He liked the first part describing the happy family and Johnny who drummed for the king. He thought that one day he too might like to play a drum for the king. But the second part frightened him, and each time he listened, he wondered why they put the baby in the cradle at the top of a tree with the wind blowing. Yet he never thought to ask his mother until many years later when he had become a writer of fiction, and on a visit to his mother’s home had referred to the poem and joked that perhaps this was the beginning of his lifelong struggle with anxiety. “What would you have said, Ma, if I had asked you why they put that baby in a cradle way up in the treetop when the forecast called for wind?”

She had frowned, looking perhaps for a hint of criticism about her child rearing. He surmised that she was carefully arranging her answer. Finally, she replied, “I would have said that people can be careless.”

“Ah, a cautionary tale then?”

“If that’s what you call it. I don’t understand why you are bringing up nursery rhymes. They are only old stories, for Heaven’s sake.”

And she was right. They were only old stories, and if he was inclined all those years ago to enter fully into them, it wasn’t her fault. At that early age he had come to accept that not all stories end happily. Humpty Dumpty had fallen off his wall too, and broken into so many pieces that he could not be put together again. Life couldn’t get much worse than that. Sometimes children also fell; they fell into rivers and lakes and gullies. He once heard his mother and father talking about a boy who had leaned too far over, and fallen into an old, dry well on someone’s farm. The unfortunate child lay in the dark for days before they found him, and, of course, he was dead. His mother seemed drawn to such terrible stories; her pessimistic cast of mind, almost willingly it seemed to him, accepted catastrophe as a part of life. Each night after storytelling time, she took his left hand in hers and together they recited the prayer,

Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.

To him too the world seemed dangerous. He knew, for instance, that somewhere—in a place called overseas—a war was going on, and he listened intently on the fringes of conversations his parents had with friends and neighbours about fathers and sons and nephews of people in town who were fighting the Germans overseas. He also heard voices on the big radio in the living room talking about the war. Some people his parents mentioned would not be coming home ever because they had been killed. Death, he learned, was out there waiting for everyone. Once he asked his mother what happened when you died. What happened to the boy in the well or the soldiers overseas who were shot dead in the fighting? His mother told him that when good people died, they went to Heaven, which was way up in the sky, and one evening, after a day of rain when the sky was clearing, she took him outside to see a colourful sunset. The sky was full of radiant light. God, she told him, was painting the sky, and as he looked up at the light streaming through the clouds, she said, “And that’s where Heaven is, way up behind those clouds.” But he was not consoled. He did not want to live behind the clouds in the sky and he did not like the idea of his mother and father or his sister and brothers dying and going up there either. A small, watchful boy, he especially worried about his father, who had been a soldier in another war long ago, but was now part of something called the Home Guard.

Two evenings a week his father put on his soldier’s uniform of rough brown cloth and left for the curling rink. The cloth scratched the boy’s cheeks when his father picked him up to say goodbye, always adding the little rhyme Now sleep tight/Don’t let the bedbugs bite. He liked the little rhyme, and he knew it was just a joke. There were no bugs in his bed. His mother wouldn’t stand for that. He liked to watch his father use a cloth to polish his big boots and then wrap the puttees—which he thought a strange word—around his legs and then put on his soldier’s cap adjusted to a jaunty angle. Now he was ready to walk to the curling rink a few blocks away and drill for two hours with veterans of that earlier war. When he was older the boy would be told that the Home Guard was there to protect the shipyard and the four grain elevators from German sabotage. He liked the sound of that word too and at night lay in bed imagining one of the elevators or the shipyard exploding, the flames lighting the sky. But on those evenings when his father put on his soldier’s uniform, he worried about him and one evening convinced himself that, if his father left the house, he would not return but go overseas to fight the Germans and be killed and go up beyond the clouds to live. And so, as his father was putting the final touches on his boots, the boy hurried along the hallway and stood there with his back against the front door, his arms splayed out behind him, barring the way to a dangerous world, a small, furious figure bent on throwing a tantrum if his father left the house. After his father whispered the bedbug rhyme in his ear and handed him over to one of his brothers—he can no longer remember which one—he began to wail. He had got himself into what his mother would have called “a state.” Where was his mother? Visiting a neighbour perhaps. But what a fuss he made there by the front door! His brother was right to be disgusted with him.

After their father left he continued to cry and said that his daddy was going to the overseas place and the Germans would kill him. His brother gave him a little push. “Oh, stop bawling and don’t be such a dope. Dad’s only going to the curling rink.”

When his mother came home they couldn’t find him. They called his name and he could hear his mother scolding his brother for not looking after him. They found him finally in the basement crouching behind the furnace.

Toward the end of her long life, in the winter of 1993, his mother gave him a yellowing envelope that still bore a stale fragrance from the cedar chest where she had stored her keepsakes. In the envelope were a few small black and white snapshots; they were probably taken by his mother’s younger sister, his aunt Clara, for he has no memory of there being a camera in their house. Aunt Clara and Uncle Harry visited once or twice a year. Uncle Harry had a good job with the Hydro and they owned a car, a 1939 Dodge, a source of wonder to him when he sat behind the big steering wheel and pretended he was driving. Looking at those black and white photographs years later always left him with a brief and almost unbearable sadness.

One of the photographs was taken early in the war years, probably not long before he tried to save his father’s life in the front hall. In the photo, the boy is standing by a small rock garden at the front of their rented house on Queen Street in Midland, Ontario, a grave-looking little fellow in a suit with short pants, a handkerchief tucked nattily into the suit’s upper coat pocket. He is not exactly frowning, but neither is he looking particularly pleased about having his picture taken. It is easy to imagine him refusing to smile by shaking his head enough times to discourage the photographer. Just as his mother always did when asked to “Please try to look a little happier, Laura.” The attitude toward picture taking by both mother and son could perhaps be best summed up as “Take me as I am or forget about it.”
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The author in 1941 at age four.




Looking at the little black and white photograph so many years later, he concentrated on the boy’s hands; the right one seems to be tucked into a pocket of his suit coat while the other hangs by his left side. A picture taken then before the onset of the self-consciousness that would consume him in the first decades of his life, when appearance and self-regard are so important. Never again would his left hand be exposed to a camera. In those days it was called a webbed hand, the little finger a mere stump of flesh, the three middle fingers joined together and radically shortened by some genetic train wreck at conception. Mercifully, the thumb was normal, allowing him at least to grasp things, making the hand, if decidedly odd-looking, at least partially useful. Later in life his mother would tell him quite without embarrassment that after his birth she spent a week in St. Andrew’s Hospital and all that time she concealed his “little hand” while receiving visitors. On another floor of the hospital his father was painting rooms to pay the bill. Or so the family legend has it, and it may well have been true, for it was 1937 and the Great Depression was far from over: his father had been laid off work at a dress factory and was making do by raking leaves in the town’s park and painting hospital rooms. The appearance of a fifth child didn’t appear to bother him in the least. Nor did the fact that his youngest son had a deformed hand, though he entertained peculiar notions of how it might have come about. When he was ten or eleven, the boy overheard his father in another room telling a visitor that the deformity may well have been caused by a bat. Yes, a bat, which had entered their bedroom one night early in his wife’s pregnancy. Of course it frightened her, and, as anyone could see, the boy’s hand was bat-like in shape. For a while, he himself believed this preposterous explanation.

When he was six and entered school, however, he began to see how people with far more serious handicaps were getting on with their lives as best they could: the boy in grade three stricken with polio and confined to a wheelchair; the red-faced, stammering child attempting to read aloud a passage of poetry amid the snickers of classmates and the hateful frown of his teacher, who had insisted that he get on with it; the girl who dragged the heavy shoe on her club foot through the hallways, trying to ignore the imitations of her awkward gait by those following her; the large, ungainly boy whose encephalitis had damaged his brain and trapped him in an early grade with younger children half his size. In the classrooms and schoolyards of the 1940s, he would see plenty of evidence that life could hand out some very raw deals. Still he was angered by the eyes gawking at his hand and so he got used to concealing it.

The war brought death to soldiers and sailors and the men who flew airplanes, but it also brought work to those at home. After years of odd jobs, his father found steady employment in one of the grain elevators where ships filled with wheat and oats and barley from the Prairie Provinces came down through the Great Lakes from Fort William and Port Arthur to Midland, where the grain was unloaded and shipped by rail to Toronto and Montreal. All this his father would later explain to him. He liked hearing about the grain travelling by boats and boxcars to feed people. The elevator was often busy and his father sometimes worked two shifts in a row, leaving in the morning with three lunches and working through the night and into another day. All this extra work meant more money, and the boy now knew that money was important. Nor did his father ever complain about the extra shifts he had to work. He was just glad to have a job that paid more than raking leaves in the town park.

At night, reciting the words of that terrible prayer about dying before waking, the boy could hear faintly the riveting guns at the shipyard, where they were building boats for the war. His father told him that these boats were called corvettes and would be used to sink German submarines in the North Atlantic.

By now he could read a little and write his name, and sometimes he sat at the kitchen table like his brothers pretending that he was working on homework. Then one year at the end of the summer, he walked with his mother to Regent School, and after she left, he stood with all the other children milling about the schoolyard and softball diamond, chattering, waiting for the teachers to come out and sort them into lineups by grade, listening to the shrieks of the girls from the other side of the school. Soon he was being pushed ahead in the grade one boys line, entering the place where he would see the boy with the large head and the vacant eyes and the club-footed girl.

The house they lived in on Queen Street was their third rental, and one evening in late February of 1944, when he was nearly seven, the owner, Mr. Perkins, came to the back door. When the boy answered it, a small balding man in a brown leather windbreaker asked to see his parents, who were in the living room listening to Amos ’n’ Andy on the radio. He could hear laughter from time to time. Amos ’n’ Andy was his father’s favourite program. When his mother came into the kitchen, he could see her surprise at seeing Mr. Perkins standing in a puddle of mud. She frowned at the mud on her kitchen floor, and he reluctantly removed his galoshes and followed her into the living room. She usually saw him only on the first day of the month, when the rent was due. His mother was proud of her cleanliness. Cleanliness was next to godliness. One of the many truisms she often took out, dusted off and presented as evidence of a particular position. After his mother closed the door, he could no longer hear the radio or the laughter and so he sat at the kitchen table reading a storybook. Where were his brothers that night? They seemed to be out a great deal in the evenings and they no longer worked much on homework at the kitchen table. His brother Jim, who was nine years older, would soon get a job on one of the freighters as a deckhand. His sister, Joyce, who was twelve years older, would go to Toronto to work at Eaton’s, leaving Bill, seven years older, and Douglas, four years older.

So alone he listened to the murmuring voices as he tried to read his book. He didn’t like Mr. Perkins, who should have taken off his galoshes before he came into the kitchen. It wasn’t long before Perkins opened the door and walked past him without a word, zipping up his windbreaker and stooping to put on his galoshes, buckling them and leaving. His father and mother then came into the kitchen. His father looked tired and unhappy and went upstairs without a word while his mother sat down at the kitchen table across from him. There were tears in her eyes and this troubled him. She told him then that they would have to move because Mr. Perkins was going into the poultry business and, since he worked as a cook on one of the lake freighters, he wanted to get his business under way before the start of the shipping season; therefore he would be using their basement as a hatchery within the week. When he asked what a hatchery was, she told him as best she could about the rearing of chickens.

They had to be out of the house by the first of April, only six weeks away, and finding a house would not be easy. In later years he would come to think of his mother as the Queen of All Pessimistic Souls. But perhaps at the time she had reason to be downhearted. The war had brought money into the town, but it had also brought people from outlying villages and farms to work at the shipyard and the foundry; the woollen mill and the grain elevators. Whole families were moving into town and rental properties were scarce. Buying a house, she told him, was out of the question even if one were available, because they couldn’t afford it. From there, of course, she made her habitual leap into extravagant despair. “It wouldn’t surprise me at all to see us out on the street with our furniture by the first of April.” His poor mother could not see the future in any other way. Nor did she mince words, spare feelings or offer comfort. She had to share the bad news with someone, even her seven-year-old son. This she called “being realistic” when it wasn’t anything of the kind; it was just another opportunity to complain about the unfairness of life in general and the burdens it imposed upon her in particular. Why within a few days with those chickens in the basement, there would be a terrible smell from the dust and feathers; they would probably develop respiratory problems.

In many ways he was already used to her exaggerated prophecies of disaster: the pimple that would become a boil, the sore throat that surely foretold the onset of whooping cough or diphtheria. Yet this time it struck him how vulnerable and helpless his mother seemed. The little baldheaded man had entered their house and within ten minutes had disrupted their lives. Later he would nod in agreement as she listed Mr. Perkins’s various shortcomings. “Miserable man. I never liked him. From the day I met him I didn’t like him, and I told your father as much. Little weasel. And now, after filling the house with dust and chicken feathers, he’s putting us out on the street.” Now he could also picture them cowering amid the furniture on a street corner. Might as well have it raining too.

He was discovering that he was closer to his mother in temperament than he had thought, and so he absorbed her hatred for the landlord, as she called him. A week later when he came home from school, a panel truck was in the driveway and Perkins was carrying trays of eggs down the cellar steps. His mother could not bear to be around the man and was in the living room listening to the radio serial Pepper Young’s Family. Meanwhile the boy sat at the kitchen table with his reader open watching Perkins stepping carefully down the cellar steps, the trays of eggs and cardboard boxes of chicks in his arms. How easy it would be, he thought, to approach the man from behind on his next trip and with a firm push send him toppling to the cement floor below! He had seen the word toppling recently in a book and liked the sound of it. There would be a brief cry from Perkins as he fell with his trays of eggs, and then his head would hit the cement floor, and he would lie amid the blood and crushed eggs and dead chicks. A good end to a bad man who was putting them on the street. It would all look like a terrible accident; the man had too many trays in his arms. He had missed a step and fallen to his doom. “Fallen to his doom.” He also liked the sound of those four words. If by chance Perkins survived and claimed that he was pushed, probably by the boy, he would deny it with tears. He would throw a tantrum. Hurl himself onto the kitchen floor with the policemen above him. “I never did. I never did,” he would cry.

As the boy watched Perkins go out the door for another armful of trays, he felt such a shiver of fear and excitement that he had to get up and leave the kitchen. Another minute of watching Perkins and he would have been a murderer. Instead he went to the living room and sat on the rug next to his mother and listened to Pepper Young’s Family. Perhaps another day he would kill Perkins. Years later on a visit home, he asked his mother what became of the landlord and his egg business. “Oh, that,” she said with a scornful laugh that always saluted another example of human folly. “It was a complete bust. All his mail-order chickens died. It was just a get-rich-quick scheme. There was a lot of that kind of thing going on during the war.” He never told her about his plan to kill Perkins.

Now, with the end of March approaching and no house available, his mother appealed to the occult, enlisting the help of a local seer, Madam Cordova, who lived in a cottage on the edge of town next to a White Rose gas station. Many times his mother would relate how she was met in the candlelit parlour by the prophetess, impressively clad in a purple velvet gown with a gold-coloured turban on her head. For seventy-five cents Madam Cordova would peer into a small opaque globe and foresee what nowadays might be called happy outcomes. She then offered a cup of tea, after which she read the leaves in his mother’s cup, expertly diagnosing the source of her visitor’s anxiety. “You are looking for shelter, are you not, Mrs. Wright?” This seemed like remarkable prescience, though in hindsight less so since many others were likewise engaged in this quest. Before his mother left, Madam Cordova assured her that she would be successful. To cover her bets, however, his mother also sought Divine help, choosing the Roman Catholic Church as her conduit to God’s ear. This was surprising since she often criticized Catholics for moral lapses such as bingo games in the church hall on Sunday afternoons. Still she travelled the three miles in a friend’s car to the Martyrs’ Shrine to pray and light a candle or two. The famous shrine was dedicated to the memory of the Jesuit missionaries Brébeuf and Lalemant, who were slain there by the Iroquois in 1649.

In the end she was convinced that her success had more to do with Madam Cordova than with the Catholic Church, but it didn’t matter; they had finally found a house. Or rather his father had; he’d heard of a large frame home on a corner lot on the west side of town. The house was not for rent, but for sale, and somehow his father, thanks to overtime at the elevator, had managed to save two hundred dollars, which was exactly ten percent of the asking price. According to his mother, “Vern must have charmed the owner, an old lady with a reputation for being difficult.” This was a backhanded compliment. His mother was happy enough to have a house at last, but she was clearly suspicious of charm in whatever guise.

The only catch to all this was that the house was not available until the first of June. Where could they live in the meantime? By then his sister, Joyce, had gone to Toronto to live with an aunt and work, and his oldest brother, Jim, was on a lake freighter. So that left five of them, his parents, his brothers Bill and Doug, and his small seven-year-old self. The only solution was to rent two cabins at the Tourist Court owned by the proprietor of the White Rose gas station; indeed it may have been Madam Cordova who suggested it. It was early April and there was still snow on the ground. Across the highway was the Catholic cemetery and beyond that the still frozen Little Lake. They used space heaters in the two cabins and his mother cooked on a two-burner hot plate. It was cramped but adequate and everyone was glad to be away from the house on Queen Street with the chickens in the basement: their endless cheeping, the bad air, and perhaps just the singular weirdness of the whole experience.

Yet after a week of cabin life, not surprisingly, his mother decided that she and her youngest child would be better off at her parents’ home, in the village of Woodville seventy miles eastward. And so on a Saturday morning his grandfather arrived in his blue 1932 Willys-Overland coupe, a wondrous machine to the child. On the trip he enjoyed watching his grandfather shift the gear lever with his big hand as they moved along Highway 12, the needle on the speedometer registering a steady thirty miles an hour.

He and his mother would spend the next six weeks in the village. He was enrolled in grade two at the local school, where all six grades were in one room, with each grade assigned to a row. After finishing an assignment in his scribbler, he could listen to what older children were learning. His classmates were welcoming and helpful and some became playmates after school. Within a few years, he would make an annual visit to Woodville; in the last weeks of his summer holidays he would travel by train with a small valise and his lunch and a copy of The Standard, a Montreal paper, which had the best “funnies,” and sometimes also an article about his favourite hockey team, the Montreal Canadiens, who would soon be leaving for training camp. If he was lucky there might be something written about his favourite player, Maurice “Rocket” Richard. After his father stepped down to the platform to wave goodbye, the ten-year-old boy would experience a surge of pure elation; he was by himself now with his sandwiches and his “funnies,” and ahead were three hours of reading or looking out the window at the late summer countryside, listening to the conductor call out the names of now long vanished stations: Foxmead, Uptergrove, Brechin, Gamebridge. When he heard the call for Lorneville Junction, it was time to gather together his things because the next stop was Woodville, where his grandfather would be waiting in his Willys coupe to take him to the house and his supper of scrambled eggs and bread and a piece of raspberry pie, with a glass of milk which was sometimes a bit sour, for his grandparents had neither icebox nor refrigerator. He didn’t mind that and soon got used to other old-fashioned amenities: the backyard pump, which he loved to use; the privy behind the drive shed, where his grandfather had his workbench and tools.

The house itself and the village would so impress his imagination that more than half a century later it would furnish much of the setting for his most popular novel, Clara Callan: the house with its coloured-glass panels in the window of the front door through which he could look out at the street with the trees bathed suddenly in yellow or blue or scarlet light; the wraparound veranda with its hammock where a seven-year-old Clara would watch her younger sister playing with other children while the townspeople looked for their missing mother. In the long afternoons of those summer days, he walked along the railway tracks where in one of the fields Clara would be accosted and raped by the two tramps. Nothing was lost. It was there inside him all those years, emerging finally from his imagination into words.

When he began to publish books, he was sometimes asked if he had ever seen himself at twelve, at sixteen, at twenty, as a novelist one day and he always replied that it never occurred to him then that being a novelist was within his grasp. Perhaps he feared the mockery that might follow such a statement. Growing up in a small Ontario town in the 1940s and ’50s, he was conscious of how most people around him regarded outlandish ambition. A young and talented hockey player could say that he would like to make one of the six NHL teams, and while most people might consider that a long shot, they would at least regard it as a reasonable and acceptable goal. But to suggest that one day you would like to sing at the Metropolitan Opera or publish a book would likely be frowned upon; you were being presumptuous, stepping beyond yourself. Or to use one of his mother’s favourite expressions, “Just don’t get too big for your britches, mister.” This provincial disdain for artistic ambition has been well documented in Alice Munro’s fiction and summed up perfectly in the title of one of her earlier books, Who Do You Think You Are? When he was a child then, the boy’s stories were his alone, the characters and what happened to them living only within himself. He had friends and playmates, but often after school, when he was alone, he sought out his own world and told his stories to himself. In the basement of the house on Fifth Street, he walked around playing the parts of various characters, whether they were soldiers in battle or shipwrecked mariners at sea. An odd child, but mercifully left alone by his parents, who sensed that he often wished to retreat into a world of his own making. There were no therapists in those days to consult about his behaviour. His brothers mostly ignored him; he was the mildly goofy kid brother who sometimes talked to himself in the basement. No cause for alarm. On Saturdays, he went to the public library to enter other worlds. The world of horses in Black Beauty or pirates in Treasure Island or shipwrecks in Robinson Crusoe. He rather liked the idea of being marooned. In some way, in his own life, he already was.
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The author on his way to see his father at the elevator in 1949.




His father’s workweek ended at noon on Saturday, but sometimes he also worked on Sunday as a watchman, leaving early in the morning to relieve the night man. After Sunday school the boy would take his father’s lunch to him along with a sandwich and a piece of pie or cake for himself. He was ten years old and enjoyed those walks along Fifth Street carrying his father’s lunch pail, crossing the Penetang road and then past the bush and brook toward the big grey elevator and the boxcars on rail sidings waiting to be filled with grain. His father always watched for him, standing by the door of the little office where he stayed between his rounds. The boy liked the office, with its green blotters on the desks, the pencils and pens and bottles of ink, which he was not allowed to touch. After lunch, while his father read the Saturday Telegram, the boy would use one of the long yellow pencils to draw stick figures of characters from the Saturday “funnies”: the boxer Joe Palooka and his manager, Knobby, the Katzenjammer Kids and Alley Oop. His favourite was Our Boarding House, with the magnificently indolent Major Hoople in his smoking jacket and fez trying to avoid his stout, aproned wife and her broom. Above the characters he wrote dialogue in little circles.
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