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“Mother love. While I sought it, unhappily wondering if I were different from everyone else, it was actually growing right under my nose. Who could guess that love was folded into the freshly washed pile of diapers? Or that it was caught in the drops of water that glittered on the wall when Emma splashed in her bath?”
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Jane’s life is like many others, blessed—and vexed—by a spirited adopted daughter who has reached adolescence. Except that today Jane must face her ultimate fear. Thirteen-year-old Emma has accidentally discovered her birth mother, Terry, and the two have been visiting in secret. Suddenly Jane must deal not only with Emma’s rebellious coming-of-age, but also with a ghost who has materialized at last.


In this poignant, gripping story, Claire Harrison depicts a tug-of-love, and the relationship that develops among Jane, Emma, and Terry, the mother/child who complicates yet completes their relationship. Not since Rosamunde Pilcher and Sue Miller has there been an author so attuned to the emotional subtleties of family, and the poignant lessons of love. A MOTHER’S SONG is a rare and unforgettable novel… a gift to every mother who has cherished the most immutable bond of all.







CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR CLAIRE HARRISON’S


Somebody’s Baby


“Somebody’s Baby is a finely honed work of precision writing, the crisp, clear sentences showing how one individual’s actions affect an entire family. It is a story of what marriage is all about, and how love and respect are sacrificed in the emotional whirlpool of anger, fear, lust and sexuality, which almost destroy the fragile family unit.”


—Ottawa Citizen


“The author’s portrayal of parental frustration is vivid and maddening. Somebody’s Baby succeeds beautifully as an evenhanded discussion of the abortion issue. It is the drama of Roe v. Wade played out on a family stage.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Sensitively offering pro-choice and pro-life views in her first hardcover novel, Harrison also probes the strengths and weaknesses of love within marriage.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A down-to-earth story … firmly rooted in reality—the reality that comes after romance. [Harrison’s writing has] warmth and wit.”


—Toronto Globe & Mail


“The beauty of this novel is the frighteningly brutal honesty with which the author writes.… A well-rounded look at a multi-leveled problem … This is a daring novel of our times.”


—West Coast Review of Books
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DEAR DIARY,


Friday. Wether—cold and windy. Two zits. There horrible.


Guess what! Something WONDERFUL and SPESHAL! A MIRACEL! Of course I have to keep it a BIG SECRET. Nobody knows and if Mom finds out she will kill me. I mean like DEAD. So Im not telling anyone espeshally not Felicia who is a real big blabber mouth and will tell the hole world. Its so SECRET Diary that Im not even going to rite it down in case you get into the rong hands. The only thing I can say is that I met HER! And it was really NEAT!! And Im going to see HER— Mom is calling. Have to go. Bye for now.
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MY NEIGHBORHOOD USUALLY BRINGS ME peace. When I turn off Bank Street and drive down Sunnyside Avenue, I enter a different world. I leave behind the cars, the crowded intersections, and the terrain of glass and concrete for quieter streets lined with homes and canopied with trees. I pass familiar faces: children I’ve known for years, adults I’ve sat with on school committees and neighborhood programs. The farther I travel from the roar of traffic and the closer I get to my house, the slower I drive. I enjoy the fall colors, the brilliant reds and oranges of the maple that overhangs the corner of Belmont and Brighton. I study a porch that is being reconstructed on Fentiman, approving of its neat white posts. And, as I approach my house, I take pleasure in its sedate air of solidity. There is nothing whimsical about our house. It has been standing since the turn of the century. It has a thick stone foundation and a brick facade, high ceilings and dark-stained wood floors. When we renovated, the electrician told me in a grave tone that they don’t build houses like ours anymore. By this, I understand that new houses are thin in substance. Their baseboards are narrow, their foundations skimpy. We have the occasional earthquake in Ottawa with tremors our house handles with ease even though our beds shake and we dream of boats and capsizings. The new houses aren’t so lucky. Pictures drop from their walls, cracks appear in their basements, and shingles drift down from their roofs like snow falling to the ground.


But today, as I drive down our tree-lined streets, the enjoyment I get from our house is abruptly broken. Someone is standing in our darkened picture window. I brake sharply and pull over to the curb. The afternoon sun is covered by a cloud, and at first I can’t tell who the person is. I only see arms outstretched. I feel a frightening sense of violation—a stranger in our house—and then the sun breaks through. A ray of light pierces through the window, illuminating the room, and the figure is revealed. It isn’t a stranger but my thirteen-year-old daughter, Emma. Her mouth is wide open and her face distorted. Her hair, the color of hot red pepper, tops her head like a flame.


She is singing. She has put an album on the stereo in the living room and is belting out a tune to an unseen audience. For a few minutes I sit in the car and watch her. My sense of violation hasn’t completely eased. Without being able to hear the music, I imagine Emma into a figure that is religious, mythical. A Greek kore, broken out of her classic and passive stance into someone more aggressive and more sinister. A vengeful Roman nymph, invoking the gods. A young goddess calling down doom on the House of Jane and Philip Wastenay.


Ridiculous, I chide myself and laugh. My husband, Philip, is a professor of classics and I’ve listened to his stories for too long.


The figure in the window is only Emma.
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DEAR DIARY,


Tuesday. Wether—windy and stuff. A gross zit on my chin.


Mrs. Fitch subed again for Mrs. Anderson. As usual she screemed and yelled at all of us speshialy Dana who was passing notes which said Fitch the bitch is also a witch. Dana is such a doorknob. Anyway she got into real big truble as usual and the whole class had to miss recess. It really sucked.


In science I listed all the boys in the class acording to their apeerans and body, rating them out of 10. Of course, Mark comes first then Nick then Peter then Cello the Jello hes cute but not as cute as Mark of course and finaly Jeff. All the rest are geeks assholes or from nerds r us. I passed the list to Lisa who tried to pass it to Felicia. Peter grabed ahold of it but I managed to get it back without his seeing. I mean I dont want Mark to know I think hes gorgeus.


But best of all I got to see Her today. I went to Her Apartmint. Its small and kind of old. I dont think she has much money. But shes got stufed animals all over the place and they all have weerd names like Cabage and Checkout. One is a scuerl named Teenyweeny. She was really nice and made me some hot chocolat with hole milk insted of 2% which tasted really really good. She says the hell with her wasteline.


Bye for now.
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WHEN PHILIP IS OUT OF TOWN, I PLAY HOOKY from domestic life. I don’t plan organized dinners, and Emma and I eat whatever we want, whenever we want. Sometimes we end up at the dining room table together, but we rarely talk. I’ve come to believe that these asocial occasions are necessary, providing cooling-off periods for our mother-daughter relationship, which has been under strain. Since Emma turned thirteen, new kinds of behavior threaten our equilibrium. Mouthing off, for example. Low-key irritability shifting to high-key without warning. Disagreements that slip from minor to major with breathtaking rapidity. In one way this is nothing new. Emma has always fought authority and attacked life. She never learned to walk. She ran instead, a headlong rush with such intensity of purpose that she barged into walls and banged into furniture. She wore bruises on her ten-month-old forehead like badges of reckless courage.


What is new is that the battleground has enlarged to fit every corner of our lives and that each square inch is worth a major skirmish. Emma fights over the minutiae of life as if her survival depends on each detail. I try to maintain a distance, but she often exhausts me and I snap back. I love her, of course, but sometimes I wonder about the workings of fate that gave me a daughter so different from what I intended. When we adopted Emma—I’m unable to have children—I had misty visions textured with a pink soft sweetness. The reality is angular, bony, intense, argumentive. When I complain to Philip about her behavior and he takes the time to lift his nose out of his papers, he waves a hand dismissively in the air and tells me it’s puberty. Endocrine imbalances, he says, hormones gone wild.


Tonight we sit opposite each other at the far ends of the dining room table. I eat and try to read the Ottawa Citizen. Lately I find I can hardly read the news. It’s not the subject matter, it’s the act of reading. I edit other people’s writing all day, and my eyes are tired from work. Emma nibbles away at a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and studies a book, Readings in French. Emma is in a French Immersion educational stream, which means she takes all her subjects in French and is theoretically supposed to be bilingual when she graduates from the secondary school system. In practical terms, this means that Emma can’t spell in either official language, and Philip and I are forced to attend school assemblies in which we understand only one word in ten.


“Mom, you know all that stuff about Jesus Christ and the Red Sea and God and all that?”


I raise my head from the newspaper. “Uh-huh.”


“Are those miracles true?”


Emma is going to be beautiful. Since she’s adopted, I can say this honestly and without pride; I have no claim to her beauty. But when I notice it, as I do tonight with the lamplight catching her face at a lovely angle of inquiry, I’m always surprised. She wasn’t a pretty baby. When we first saw her at the Children’s Aid Society, she was four months old, bald, mottled like an old porcelain sink, and had no eyelashes. Her mouth was too big for her face, and she had this odd little nose, thick and upturned at the tip. Her homeliness didn’t bother me. In fact I didn’t really see it—not after the bitter defeat of infertility and the long gauntlet of adoption formalities. I had waited so long and so yearningly for a baby that I thought, How sweet!


We were introduced to her in a room with a crib, several chairs, and a small assortment of Fisher-Price toys on the floor. The foster mother had dressed her up, but the pink booties had frayed pom-poms and the white dress was clean but stained from the spit-up of many babies before her. She had no teeth but chewed on her fist with her gums, making wet, slurpy sounds. She also wiggled. She was sitting on Philip’s knee, and he, who had never even picked up a baby before, had to hold her tight because she arched and kicked and turned her head in every possible direction.


“A real live wire,” the social worker said. “The foster mother says she’s on the go all the time.”


I should have known then, shouldn’t I? I should have been forewarned about the possible unruly directions that energy could take, but all I thought was, How charming! How lively!


“Surely she’s too young to be crawling,” Philip said. He’d known nothing about babies prior to the call from Children’s Aid saying they had a girl for us, but in the forty-eight hours since, he’d taken a crash course in Dr. Spock. Now he was a minor authority on infant behavior.


“No, but she’s almost there. She’s turning over now.”


Philip frowned. “That’s a bit precocious, isn’t it?”


“She’s an active baby.”


He put Emma down on the rug at our feet and placed her on her back. She scrunched up, she slithered, and the next thing we knew, she’d flip-flopped onto her stomach and, utterly pleased with herself, grinned triumphantly up at us.


I looked down and saw not a homely unknown package but a baby, my baby, and thought, How wonderful!


Then Philip and I glanced at each other, and I nodded. It was really my decision. He’d claimed he could live without children; I was the one who had despaired and wept and grieved. And I was the one who, after all the humiliating tests had proven to be so very definite and final, had suggested adoption.


“We’ll take her,” he said.


I gathered Emma up into my arms. She was warm, surprisingly heavy, and smelled of baby talc. She busied herself trying to pry the watch off my wrist, and I thought, I’m a mother!


Time has altered Emma and obliterated those baby features. Now she verges on beauty like a swimmer poised to leap. Her face holds a promise that will be fulfilled when she loses her too round cheeks and the spray of pimples on her chin. She has striking red curls and pale unfreckled skin. She also has eyelashes now, thick ones a darker red than her hair, and her eyes are long and light green. The nose is still odd, but also oddly suitable, perched about a small, soft mouth. Within the square of her face, her chin forms a smaller square and gives her a look of stubborn determination.


“You’ve been talking about miracles in school?” I ask.


“I was just wondering if all that stuff about Jesus really happened.”


“No records have survived from that time in history,” I say, “and no letters or books, so we can’t be certain that those Bible stories are absolutely true.” I warm to the topic. “On the other hand, I think something must have happened back then, because the story of Jesus had to come from somewhere.”


“Well, I was wondering about miracles. Like, do we have any today?”


“I don’t know of any.”


“Then how come they had them in the old days?”


“Christian miracles are like the myths Daddy studies—stories that got told over and over again. And you know what happens to a story that’s passed around. It keeps on growing.”


“So there really weren’t any miracles, even in the old days?”


“I don’t think so, honey.”


Emma appears to be thinking about this, and I wait for the next question. “Mom?”


“Yes?”


“Can I stay for the second show at the Mayfair on Friday night?”


“Absolutely not,” I say.


Disappointment juts her lower lip forward. “Mom, everyone else can stay.”


“I don’t care about everyone else.”


“Why do you always say that? I hate it!”


“Because it’s true. You’re the only person I care about.”


“You and Daddy are the strictest parents in my whole school.”


“I doubt that.”


“You know what I have to do?” Emma says. “I have to apologize to my friends all the time.”


“That’s too bad.”


“They laugh at me all the time.”


“Come on, Em. Stop exaggerating.”


“How would you like to have to tell your friends that your parents are … overprotective?” This is her newest word and she wields it like a weapon.


“How would you like me to phone Felicia’s mother and ask her what she would say?” Felicia’s mother, Alice, is my closest friend, and Emma knows very well that when it comes to motherhood issues, Alice and I pose a formidable front.


Emma slams her glass down on the table so that drops of milk leap out and splatter on the table. “Everyone thinks I’m a baby! Everyone laughs at me, having to call up all the time and tell you where I am. Everyone thinks I’m stupid! It really sucks!”


My problem, Philip tells me, is that Emma and I are too similar. Like bumper cars, we zoom around our enclosed space, crashing into each other at frequent intervals, sparks flying and crackling. “Are you picking a fight?” I ask. “Is that what you want—a fight?”


Emma lowers her head and studies the pattern of bites in her sandwich. These battles have a sameness to them that wearies me. The screaming matches metamorphose into noisy crying or self-pitying tears, then into stormy exits and slammed doors. Emma lifts her head, and tears glitter on her lashes: step one. She sniffs and says, “Well then, can I skip singing practice tonight? I’ve got too much homework.”


Oh, how Emma hates to lose face. “No.”


“If I don’t get my math done, Mrs. Waddell will flunk me. She said so. You don’t want me to flunk, do you?”


“You can do both.”


“She gave us a whole hour!”


“You’ll manage,” I say, and suddenly remembering that Emma had her singing lesson today, I add, “Plus you’ll have new music.”


“I don’t have any.”


“Mrs. Stern didn’t give you new music?”


“I didn’t go.”


We’ve given Emma flute lessons, skating lessons, and art classes. We’ve driven her to hockey games and track meets, bought uniforms and attended parents’ meetings. Nothing has lasted. Within a few weeks, Emma decides that she isn’t interested or it’s too hard or she doesn’t like it anymore. So when she suggested singing lessons, we balked. She begged and pleaded, she promised dedication and commitment. We finally agreed on condition that she attend every lesson and practice faithfully.


“You didn’t go?” I echo angrily. “Why not?”


“Mrs. Stern canceled.”


“She didn’t call me.”


“She told me last week. I forgot to tell you.” Emma goes back to eating her sandwich and reading.


But she has said this far too glibly, and a strange expression crossed her face that I read as a combination of fear and complicity.


“Why did she cancel?”


“Mom,” she says with a tone of exasperation, “she had to go on a trip. To Toronto. To see her aunt or something. She told me, but I don’t remember. Maybe her aunt was sick or something.”


“This doesn’t sound right,” I say.


“Do you think I’m lying?” she says defiantly.


“I don’t know what to think.”


“I didn’t have a lesson!”


“Okay,” I say.


“It’s true!”


Guilt in Emma is like a clanging persistent bell. The more she struggles to shut it off, the louder it rings. By now even I can hear it. “If you say so,” I say.


She stands up, banging the chair leg against the table. “You never believe anything I tell you!”


“I just want to know the truth.”


“It is the truth!”


She tries to storm out of the kitchen, but my words—“I’ll call Mrs. Stern and check”—hook her in the doorway.


She turns, and I see that beneath the bluster, she’s frightened. The skin over her cheekbones is stretched taut and whiter than the rest of her. “Okay,” she says, “I didn’t come home.”


“Then where were you?”


“Listen, Mom, I didn’t want to tell you because it would hurt your feelings.”


This is a new ploy, and it stops me for a moment. My feelings are of little concern to Emma. “Why don’t you let me decide if my feelings are hurt?”


Emma has grown rapidly in the past few months, and she’s not always sure what to do with her new length. She wraps one leg around the other. She entwines her arms, two thin branches. She hunches her slender shoulders and tucks her chin against her chest.


“You’re not going to like it.”


I have the kind of imagination that leaps to worst-case scenarios. Is it drugs? I think. Shoplifting? “Let me decide that,” I say.


“And you’re going to be sorry.”


“All right, Emma.”


“I mean, really sorry.”


“Enough. Spit it out.”


“I’ve been seeing my … mother.”


I don’t think I’ve heard correctly. “Who?”


“My mother.”


Even then I don’t get it. “Em, I am your mother.” She swallows. “My other one,” she says.
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TERRY HAS SMALL, BONY, FRECKLED HANDS that are smarter than they look. She keys in the code for bananas—403—and thinks of the numbers stored in her fingertips. Numbers for lettuce and peas, for zucchini and grapes, for potatoes and lemons. A hundred codes live beneath her skin. She once dreamed she couldn’t punch in the code for watermelons. She tried every number, but the machine wouldn’t accept them. It beeped and hissed at her. Customers began to line up around her cash, their voices rising in complaint. The manager, Bill, and the head cashier, Flo, screamed at her. In desperation, she sliced her fingertips with a razor. The numbers, black and thick, poured out with the blood and flowed down the checkout counter.


She glances at the register’s screen. “That’s not right,” she says.


The customer leans forward. “What’s the matter?”


“I don’t think they’ve coded in the sale price.” While the customer looks suitably impressed and gratified, Terry lifts her phone and speaks into the mouthpiece. Her voice booms out over the store: “Price check, cash four. Price check, cash four.”


Terry’s one of the best cashiers. At the end of the week, she’s usually top of the computer list for speed. She’s also won the award for Customer Service and Affability three times. She does that by smiling a lot and chatting people up. “Good price for lemons, isn’t it?” she might say, or “Is it still raining outside?” or “Did you notice the coupon in the paper for tomato juice? It’ll save you fifty cents.”


In the meantime she likes to play her private game of Grocery Guessing. She can sum up a customer by a glance at a grocery cart. Take this one, for example. Imported Dijon mustard, expensive olives, club soda by the case, and crackers cut in the shape of stars—Terry knows a fancy cocktail party when she sees one. Not that this customer was going to eat any of the stuff she’ll serve. She’s got Weight Watchers and Lean Cuisines hidden in her freezer by the dozen. Problem periods, too. Get a load of the boxes of No-Name maxi pads and super tampons and Midol.


Terry prides herself on her good eye. She can see the customer has plenty of money but it isn’t doing a thing for her. No sense of style. Terry herself would take the ugly straps off the shoulders of that white blouse, open it three buttons down, and dress it up with a bunch of chains. She wouldn’t be caught dead in that long blue skirt, either. She wears short skirts that hug her hips and leave her thin, freckled legs bare. And she loves bare-back heels, the higher the better so that she teeters slightly as she walks. When she’s with a guy and wears her highest heels, she can feel him leaning toward her as if he could stop her from falling.


When Terry gets bored with Grocery Guessing, she gives interviews to Barbara Walters. She doesn’t go for the idea of being interviewed by a Jane Pauley type. First of all, there isn’t enough time on those morning shows. They zap you in; they zap you out. She wants a long, thorough interview. She may only be twenty-seven, but her life has been chockablock full of drama, mostly tragedy. She’s got enough of that for “Days of Our Lives,” the “Young and the Restless,” and “As the World Turns,” all rolled into one. Secondly, those Jane Pauley types have to interview ordinary people while Barbara only talks to celebrities. During her interviews, Terry is either a movie star or famous singer, depending on her mood. She doesn’t tell Mic or Charlene about these imaginary interviews because they’d laugh, but the truth is, she knows she’s got talent, and she’d be in L.A. right this minute if it weren’t for her lack of money and connections. She’s a firm believer in it’s not what you know but who you know. Look at all those kids of stars—Liza Minnelli, for instance, and Michael Douglas, and she could name dozens more. Who’s to say they were born with more talent? They just have an in, that’s all.


“That’ll be one forty-nine twenty-five.”


The customer writes out a check and hands it to Terry with her Loblaws check-cashing card. Terry keys in the numbers, verifies the check, and gives the customer the cash-register receipt. “Have a nice day,” she says and turns, smiling, to the next customer.


The interviews with Barbara take place in Terry’s New York apartment. She also has a dream house in Malibu, but that’s her private place. The New York apartment has pale blue leather furniture on a darker blue expanse of carpet. There are lots of original paintings on the walls and glass tables supporting expensive-looking sculptures. She’s seen the exact replica of this room in a color spread in Canadian Living. Since she’s never been to New York, Terry has only the haziest idea of where this apartment would be. She thinks Central Park, maybe, and Fifth Avenue. Wherever the fanciest address is, that’s the location. But she knows it’s on the twentieth floor and has a marble foyer. Foyer. She loves that word. She found it in an article on budget decorating while flipping through the pages of Redbook.


Although some of the stars Barbara interviews dress down for the occasion, Terry dresses right up. She wears a black dress that leaves her shoulders bare, black stockings, black stiletto heels, and silver earrings in the shape of falling leaves. She also has had her hair done, but not by just anybody. She goes to Kenneth or one of those big names who do the stars and who are written up in People—the type who charge two hundred dollars for a haircut and you have to call three months in advance. Her hair is spiked in the front, thick and curly at the back and sides—thicker and curlier than in real life. Kenneth raves about the color. He’s never seen a red so rich and deep. It’s a gift to work on her hair, he tells her, he should be paying her.


Barbara covers Terry’s life from A to Z. She likes to linger over her childhood, filled as it was with hardship and brutality and the way Terry’s family made her feel as if she never belonged. Barbara leads her through pregnancy, leaving school, the terrible jobs she had until she ended up at Loblaws, the rocky road to stardom.


Barbara leans forward in that way she does when she’s going for the dirt. “And there’ve been a lot of men,” she says.


“Yes.”


“A lot of bad experiences.”


“Yes.”


“Why was that?”


Terry shrugs. “Bad luck, bad choices.” She’s not going to talk on the air about the lousy slime she’s gone out with—the one-night stands she never heard from again, the jock who would’ve traded her in for a football, Roy who went from slaps to belting her across the face before she threw him out.


“But things have changed now, haven’t they?” Barbara says.


“Yes.”


The camera pulls closer, and Terry feels the naked adoring yearning in the millions of eyes behind its lens.


“There’s someone very important in your life right now.”


“Mic,” Terry says.


“Are you in love?”


“You’re packing that bag too heavy.”


Terry stares down at the cans of tomatoes she’s stacked in one bag. “Sorry,” she says. “I don’t know what I was thinking about.” Rapidly she pulls out most of the cans and replaces them with lighter items like boxes of saltine crackers and spaghettini.


The customer looks mollified. “I couldn’t have lifted that. I’ve got back problems.”


Terry makes sympathetic clucking sounds. “Backs can be terrible, can’t they? I put mine out last summer.”


She has to be careful. Sometimes she falls too deep into the fantasy. Sometimes Barbara and the TV cameras and the cool leather beneath her thighs become more real than her job, and she loses track of where she is and why. Sometimes she has to wipe her brain clean as if she’s wiping counters in the kitchen. But in the back of her mind, undisturbed and always ready to move forward, is the knowledge of her specialness. There it gleams, secretly, like a jewel in a blue velvet box.
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AFTER OUR FIRST VISIT WITH EMMA AT THE Children’s Aid Society, Philip and I waited two more days while the paperwork was being completed before bringing her home. We were living in our first house then, a three-bedroom bungalow deep in the heart of a postwar Ottawa suburban tract called Elmvale Acres. All around us were houses built by the same developer and deviating only slightly in layout and facade. My attempts to make our house distinctive on two slender salaries involved starkly modern Swedish furniture, large doses of macramé, and shaggy white throw rugs imported from Turkey that smelled like goat—a decor similar to that of half a dozen other houses on the street.


Several months ago when I was cleaning up the basement, I found the last of the macramé at the bottom of a box of toys Emma had outgrown. The wall hanging was made of fuzzy yarns in gray and brown knotted into scrofulous lumps. Once a woman named Jane, who considered herself a person of some taste and refinement, had chosen to hang this on her living room wall. Now a woman named Jane looked upon this work and deemed it garbage. I tried to see it through the eyes of that earlier Jane, but I remained repelled by its ugliness. I had shed my other selves the way a snake sheds its skin, leaving behind passionately held opinions in the form of pale, withered husks. But as I held the wall hanging over the garbage pail, I had a surprising attack of sentimentality and almost didn’t throw it out. Ugly though it was, it brought back memories of that Elmvale Acres house and the two frantic but wonderful days I’d spent turning the TV room into a nursery in time for Emma’s arrival.


I didn’t have time to paint the room the appropriate pastel or find the right curtains or rug, so I went wild in the baby department at Sears instead. If an item had the picture of a smiling baby on it, if the word “educational” appeared on the package, if the object had the slightest functional use, I purchased it. I bought a plate with a raised rim and three little pigs running around its circumference, a small spoon and fork with handles specially made for tiny fists, an electric heating dish for cereal, bottles with deluxe nipples, little dresses with lots of lace, sleepers decorated with teddy bears, quilted baby blankets, terry-cloth bibs, best-quality diapers, hypoallergenic soaps, creams for super-delicate skin, expensive cotton balls, specially designed Q-Tips.


I thought I was done until the saleslady asked if the baby would need any toys. Toys! I exclaimed. Of course! And rushed off to the toy department where my reputation had preceded me and I was welcomed with open arms. I bought soft animals that squeaked, rubber ones that floated, dolls that spoke and blinked, shapes that fit together, dials that turned, and colorful things that popped and rattled. The money flowed through my fingers, and the packages piled up in the car as I made up for lost time and opportunity, releasing in one glorious afternoon all the accumulated and repressed fantasies of two years of trying for a baby and two years of confirmed infertility.


We brought Emma home to a fully equipped nursery, and I was set to leap into fully equipped motherhood. I couldn’t wait to share Pat the Bunny and “Sesame Street.” I longed to wheel her around the neighborhood and brag about her accomplishments. I wanted to hold her in my arms and to exchange smiles of trust and adoration. Instant motherhood. Instant mother love.


But to my shock and horror, it didn’t work that way. I didn’t feel like a mother. I felt like a baby-sitter caring for someone else’s child. Emma’s gestures meant nothing to me, her smile was strange and her face foreign, the almost Asian fold of flesh at the corners of her eyes was unlike anything Philip or I could have produced. I thought I’d have the same feelings as a woman who’d had nine months to develop an attachment, but when that bond didn’t immediately take hold, I trembled with shame. I desperately wanted to ask the social worker if I was atypical, but we were on a six-month probationary period, and I was terrified she’d take Emma away if she knew the truth.


“Everything okay?” the social worker asked when she came for the obligatory three-month visit.


“Just dandy,” I said.


I had strapped Emma into her Jolly Jumper, and she was leaping madly in the living room doorway. She didn’t appear to have any knees, only fleshy thighs and fat calves that tapered to small narrow feet. We watched her for a moment.


“Energetic, isn’t she?” the social worker said.


“Never stops for a minute.”


“She must tire you.”


“Not at all!” I exclaimed.


The social worker smiled. “Is that hair I see?”


A fuzz had appeared on Emma’s scalp. “I think she’s going to be a redhead,” I said.


“How’s her weight?”


“She’s gained five pounds.”


“Good.” The social worker studied her notes. “Any problem with that diaper rash she was prone to?”


“Gone,” I declared proudly. “I cleared that up in no time.”


I covered my inadequacy with activities. Emma and I went for walks, we visited shopping malls, we stopped at the library, we enrolled in a Moms ’n’ Tots swim class. But I couldn’t get over the feeling that there was someone hovering at Emma’s periphery. I couldn’t see the shape or the face. I saw only a shimmering outline as if this presence were made of the same substance as the soap that children blow into trembling translucent bubbles. Of course I knew who it was. The other mother. The woman who had left her stamp on those small, alien features. She was there when I fed Emma. She was there when I bathed her, diapered her, and dressed her. Since I couldn’t make her disappear, I had to ignore her, and I did it the only way I knew how. I talked to Emma as I performed all of those daily tasks. I told her about the sky and the earth, about her father and her relatives, about her fat cheeks and curled-up belly button: “You’re my baby. My child. My daughter. My little girl.” And Emma would study the movements of my mouth with an infant’s intensity, her own lips moving as if to match mine.


“Hello?”


His voice is groggy. “Philip? Did I wake you?”


There’s a pause. “What time is it?”


“One-thirty.”


“Jesus, Jane.”


“I’ve been trying to reach you all night.”


“Tonight was the Antigone performance.”


“How was it?” I ask.


“Horrible. A modern interpretation—pseudo Salvadorans destroying Aeschylus. The director should have been shot, but he was wandering around the foyer in the intermission all too alive. Wearing a god-awful red bow tie.”


“How’d your paper go?”


“They seemed to like it”


“Barnaby didn’t try to get you?” Estella Barnaby of the University of Chicago and Philip have been trading insults in the Journal of Classical Studies over the origins of the Oedipus myth.


“She was subdued. Overwhelmed no doubt by the clarity of my rhetoric.”


“Maybe you’ve won her over at last.”


“Hmmph,” he says unconvinced, and I can see the scowl on his face. Philip is a burly man, and when he scowls, he looks ferocious. When I first saw him, I couldn’t believe he was a classicist. Classicists were thin and bookish, weren’t they? Pale from spending hours bent over obscure Latin texts? Philip is ruddy with bright blue eyes beneath thick sandy eyebrows. His hair is thinning now, and his face more jowly, but at forty-eight he still has an air of youthful, muscular health that occasionally translates into action. Just before he left for the conference, we attended a lecture on bestiary in Aristophanes at the university, and I was mentally going through a litany of my miseries—the excruciating monotone of the speaker, how stifling the wine and cheese would be afterward, the way Jackson Maynard, the head of the department, would corner me and discuss house renovations, once again drenching me in bad breath—when Philip, who I thought was paying devoted attention to the subject matter, turned to me and said, sotto voce, “Let’s get bestial tonight.”


Now I say, “Philip, we have a crisis.”


“A what?”


“Emma’s found her mother.”


“What?”


“Her mother. Her birth mother.”


There is a silence and then he says, “How the hell did she do that?”


“They met in the second-floor ladies’ room at the Rideau Centre.”


“Where?”


“They were standing at the counter side by side, combing their hair. Their hair’s the exact same color; that’s how they recognized each other. Em’s been seeing her secretly. Going to her apartment and having milk and cookies.” There is another silence. “Philip?”


“Well, this is unprecedented,” he finally says.


“You’re right,” I say nastily. “Dr. Spock doesn’t have a chapter on this one.”


Philip rarely stoops to my level. “Jane, you’re upset.”


“Of course I’m upset! And you know what bothers me the most? That she kept it a secret.”


“She was worried we’d be angry.”


“So now what do we do?”


“We hang up and get a good night’s sleep.”


“Doesn’t this bother you at all?”


“Of course,” he says. “It’s a very disturbing thing.”


“It’s more than that,” I say, my voice rising. “It’s something a lot more fundamental than that!”


“Jane, it’s also one-thirty in the morning, and we’re both tired.”


“I’m wide awake.”


“And I have another lecture in the morning.” I relent. “I’m sorry.”


He relents. “Will we solve anything by losing a night’s sleep?”


“No.”


“So the point is to stay calm, right?”


“Right.”


“And not get too dramatic. Okay?”


“Okay.”


I hang up and sit back against the pillows. In our marriage, Philip is the calm partner while I’m the volatile one who flaps around and takes things too much to heart. When I met Philip, it was the late sixties, and I was in my hippie stage, wearing my hair long and my skirts short. While I was definitely more interested in bashing the establishment than in getting a degree, I was also not so foolish as to flunk out or lose sight of the aim of all middle-class girls brought up in the fifties: to find a professional man and marry him. In my junior year I enrolled in a class on classical mythology, of which Philip was the graduate student instructor.


I had only the faintest interest in the gods and goddesses, but soon developed an avid curiosity about Philip. It was a large class, and it took him a while to notice me, even though I had taken to sitting front row center. I, on the other hand, spent the hour studying the width of his shoulders, the movement of his buttocks beneath his trousers, and what I thought was the deliciously arrogant curve of his lips. The term paper I wrote for his class was a confused treatise on the Freudian interpretation of myth. Philip gave it a C-minus, which enabled me to request a meeting, which further enabled me to ask, helplessly, if I had misunderstood Freud. Hadn’t he thought myths were symbolic sexual fantasies of primitive man? Hadn’t he believed they were the distorted expressions of savage libidos? Oh, yes, Philip said, but it’s going a little far, Miss Simpson, to assume that Cecrops’ lower half—that of a snake—was an obvious case of penile wish fulfillment.


The moment genitalia entered our conversation Philip was lost, although he didn’t know that at the time. How could the two of us at twenty and twenty-four years of age talk about penis envy and vaginal symbolism without our own private parts clamoring for attention? No matter how dryly or abstractly Philip approached the subject, I was constantly aware of the bulge behind his zipper, and he could not avoid glancing at my breasts pressing against the tight turtleneck I wore or the shadowy triangular zone created by my pressed-together thighs and the hem of my miniskirt.


I never intended this flirtation to end in marriage, but I couldn’t help enjoying the way I reduced Philip from his high and serene intellectual plane to a sweaty erection every time I entered his tiny office. It may sound as if I did this coldly with exploitation aforethought, but nothing could have been further from the truth. I was equally enamored and just as hot, sitting in that overheated cubicle, my panties sopping from desire. I loved the way Philip’s sandy brown hair curled around his ears. I thrilled to the passion in his voice when he talked about Zeus. The fact that he wasn’t American excited me even more. I thought Canada was exotic. I pictured snowy mountain peaks, the broad red chests of Mounties, soaring pines against blue sky.


If I’d known about the reality behind the myth I had created, would that have stopped me? Not likely. Like water, love seeks its level, rising or falling of its own accord. I had no control over it, didn’t wish to have any control over it. I rose and fell with it, the ride so swift, so exhilarating that I never even caught sight of the landscape passing me by, the details of sky and earth, of past and future, of cause and event, until it was far too late.


I sigh and click out the light on my night table. Of course, the exoticism paled, and sex inevitably lost its illicit and seductive pull. We might have foundered then like so many other couples. I imagine myself divorced from Philip and see myself flying in loose, wild circles, like some planetary body careening out of control, lost in space. Sometimes I’m afraid of myself, of the depths to which I can plunge and the heights to which I can soar. At times I can even destroy Philip’s calm and logic, but never for very long. Philip is my mooring. He’s like the plastic inflatable clown we gave Emma to punch around when she was two years old. Bottom-heavy, it would swing back and forth, from side to side, swaying with each blow but never losing its balance. That is Philip, holding steady against the winds of our marriage.
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DEAR DIARY,


Friday. Weather—snow and slete. I have three zits and my hair looks terible. Today I put white nail polish on and then dots with red nail polish. It looks weerd but good. In school everyone came up to me and told me that Mark is going to ask me out. I mean everyone even Lisa who hates me. Then Cello wanted to know what I wuld say. I told him its none of your busness. He said Mark thinks your butiful. I said oh sure give me a brake. He said no its realy true. I said fuck off. How stupid do they think I am? I know there lying. I know its a big joke. Ha-ha.


Mom found out about Her. I knew it would kill her. Thats why I didnt tell. You shuld have seen her face. I mean it was like a mask or something from Halowen—realy awful and strange. Then she started asking a million questions like I knew she wuld. Mom always wants to know everything about everything. Maybe I should have told her before exsept I knew it wuld bother her. Anyway she didnt say I culdn’t go again so I gess I can. I mean I would anyway, becus I think Terry is real neat and She is my mother right?


Meanwhile I met Mic, Terrys boy friend. He is realy a major babe! Like Tom Cruise only his hair is blond. Terry says she met him at work and like it was imeediat love. There not married but there living together. Maybe they will get married some day and have kids. That means I culd have brothers or sisters which wuld be realy neat. Maybe I could babysit and stuf like that. Eksept theyll have to have more money because there apartmints way too small for kids and its kind of ugly. Its got craks and things like that. Terry says Mic wants her to get another job because she can only get work part time at the grociry store and Mic says she makes fucking peanuts.


Nothing much else eksept I prayed for another miracel even though Mom says there arent any. I prayed for my zits to go away but it didnt work. Shit.


Bye for now.
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MY OFFICE IS IN A CLUSTER OF SQUAT GOVernment buildings with dark narrow hallways and small offices painted in beige and carpeted in brown. The faces of dead and departed chief scientists and directors of the Geological Survey of Canada stare down from the walls in the corridors, their glances resting on signs indicating washroom facilities and detailing fire regulations. They’re men of a certain weighty age, bald heads vying with slicked-back silver curls, and they’re soberly dressed in dark suits and ties, their features airbrushed into smooth perfection. Sir William Edmond Logan. Alfred Richard Cecil Selwyn. Dr. George Mercer Dawson. They’re a constant reminder to those of us who lean toward irreverence or lack loyalty to the long and distinguished history of the Survey. Behind their spectacles are visions of rocky seascapes, vast prairies, and soaring mountains all neatly reduced to contour lines and map legends. I find their expressions both smug and disapproving, particularly that of Dr. Dawson, who hangs outside my office. What are you doing here? he seems to ask. Where did they find you?


Like the others who work here, I’ve tried to personalize my office, but nothing really can hide the naked fluorescent lighting, utilitarian filing cabinets, and old wooden desk nicked and marked with ink like the school desks of my childhood. Still, I make the effort. Two African violets struggle to bloom on my windowsill, and I’ve covered the walls of my office with posters of Greece, where Philip and I went several years ago when he was on a sabbatical and I was between jobs. In these posters the Mediterranean is a glorious aquamarine and the buildings a brilliant white. On days when the snow and ice have been salted to a dirty slop, when the winter light barely reaches the dark corners of my office, and I’m editing a paper with a title like High Grade Metamorphic Facies Changes in the Cape Smith Orogenic Belt, those sunny vistas seem to me to be not of another country but of another planet, another galaxy, altogether.


My life’s dream was never to become an assistant editor of geological bulletins, a bureaucratic paper-pusher in a drab office, working for a paycheck and a dental plan. I had far more glamorous dreams—princess, figure skater, movie star, ballet dancer. Throughout my childhood I rotated through these, adding others as I grew older—TV announcer, model, President’s wife, heroine of it-didn’t-matter-what. At thirteen I became enchanted with the idea of becoming a famous writer. I wrote dozens of stories into a thick three-ring binder and regaled my parents and brothers with plot lines. I saw my name in bookstore windows and on the spines of library books and spent most of my thirteenth year in a dreamy haze of fame, until my grade nine English teacher brought my writing career to an abrupt halt.


She read a composition of mine to the class, a two-page story about a pilot who promised his soul to the devil so that his plane wouldn’t crash and conveniently forgot this pact until Satan came to collect. Being singled out in the classroom caused me to squirm in an agony of pride and embarrassment, but those emotions were nothing compared to what I felt when, after finishing the story, the teacher turned to me and said, “Now, Jane, tell us what this means.”


What it means?


The class turned to me while I kept my head down and studied the stained inkwell in my desk, my bitten fingernails, my knees covered by crumpled plaid cotton. It hadn’t occurred to me that stories had to mean anything. I’d written not from any profundity of thought or religious conviction—my family hardly ever went to church—but because I had a tremendous yearning for theatrical moments. I longed for a drama that would take me high above my oh-so-ordinary life, above the boredom of school, the parental decrees, the endless sibling squabbles: “Empty the dishwasher, Murray.” “But it’s Jane’s turn.” “It is not.” “Is so!” “Is not!” I fantasized about being Audrey Hepburn, Debbie Reynolds, Anne Frank—who cared if she died young, at least she lived.


After that humiliation I gave up writing, and the three-ring binder gathered dust in my parents’ attic until it disappeared during one spring cleaning. My dreams shifted, narrowed, and focused. I wanted to be prom queen, the football captain’s girl, voted most popular in my class. When I went to college I majored in English with a minor in geography, not out of fascination with either subject but because nothing else caught my fancy. By then I was far more interested in being a campus radical than in anything else, and the dreams shifted once again. I would be the wildest, the coolest, incredibly political, the sexiest chick. Of course I achieved none of the heights, being far too conservative to be more than a shallow imitation of the real thing. But then, that was the sixties. Everyone was marching and protesting something, and I didn’t want to be left behind.


“Jane?”


Des Miller stands in my office doorway, and I feel a surge of pleasure. We don’t often get to see each other during the course of a working day. “Come on in,” I say. “Have a seat.” As he sits, I notice the depth of the lines cutting his face and the small pouches puffed under his eyes. “You look tired,” I say.


“Why does everyone think bureaucrats have it easy?”


“Because they’re convinced we’re on a perpetual coffee break.”


“I don’t even like coffee,” he says and smiles.


Des has a slow, sexy smile but no knowledge of its existence or its impact on members of the opposite sex. I’m no exception to the seductive pull of those lips as they curve upward, or the way the tilt of them is reflected in his eyes, which are of a blue lighter than Philip’s. Having taken a psych course in college in which the professor was fond of reducing human relations to geometry on the blackboard, I’ve come to think of my relationship to Des in the form of two intersecting silver triangles. Along the three edges of the first triangle lie the three reasons why Des and I should be lovers.


We like each other.


We turn each other on.


We’ve both been married for twenty-one years. Twenty-one is a significant number: the highest total in blackjack, the year of consent, three times the seven-year itch. And as both of us were married at twenty-one, we’ve reached that point in our lives where we’ve been married as long as we were single. Des and I agree this is a sobering thought.


On the other hand—and I’m an expert on other hands, fingering and juggling alternatives, weighing possibilities, always seeing the reverse side of arguments—there are the three sides of the second triangle, each equal in length to that of the first and providing equal argument why we shouldn’t fall into bed together.
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