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				For my family, friends, and readers

				And for Graeme, as always

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					You were such a sensitive child!

					—My mother

					But I’m quite flinty now.

					—Me

					Yes. You are.

					—My daughter

					One of these days that smart mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble.

					—My father, when I was a teenager

					She would have made such a fine Victorianist.

					—Jerry Buckley, my thesis adviser

					If she’d never met me, your mother would still have been a successful writer, but she wouldn’t have had as much fun.

					—Graeme Gibson, my partner, to our daughter

					Don’t piss her off, or you will live forever.

					—Julian Porter, my friend

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction
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					I almost expected to see my doppelgänger sprinting across town pursued by a mob, but I guess things didn’t work that way.

					—Ransom Riggs, Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children

				

				Some years ago, I was asked to make a stunt appearance on a comedy show. The host, Rick Mercer, was doing a series in which people well known for one kind of accomplishment, such as writing, astonished viewers by doing something different and entirely unrelated, such as rolling a joint.

				“I want you to be a hockey goalie,” Rick said.

				“Oh, I don’t think so,” I said. “Couldn’t I just maybe bake a pie or something?”

				“No. You gotta be a goalie.”

				“Why?”

				“Because it’ll be funny. Trust me.”

				So I was a goalie, in a full set of pads, with gloves and a stick. There I am on YouTube, still goalie-ing it up; and yes, it is kind of funny.

				I wore my own little white figure skates with black socks over them to make them look like hockey skates. But you can’t slide and stack the pads in figure skates, so those feats were performed by a body double—an accomplished women’s hockey player. With her face mask on, you can’t tell that it isn’t me. It’s the job of the body double to take the risks you yourself are too sedate or chicken or unaccomplished to take.

				I wish I could have a body double in my real life, I thought. It would come in so handy.

				Of course, I do have one. Every writer does. The body double appears as soon as you start writing. How can it be otherwise? There’s the daily you, and then there’s the other person who does the actual writing. They aren’t the same.

				But in my case, there are more than two. There are lots.

				

				—

				Some months after my sixth novel, The Handmaid’s Tale, had been published, I was doing a book event to promote it. During audience question time—with open mics, which many folks present used to deliver sermons—a man gave his opinion.

				“So, The Handmaid’s Tale is autobiography,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

				“No, it’s not,” I said.

				“Yes, it is.”

				“No, it’s not. It’s set in the future,” I said.

				“That’s no excuse,” he said.

				He was wrong, needless to say. Within my own lived experience, I had not donned a red outfit and a white bonnet and been coerced into procreating for the top brass of a theological hierarchy. But in a very broad sense, he was right. Everything that gets into your writing has gone through your mind in some form. You may mix and match and create new chimeras, but the primary materials have to have travelled through your head. Is “autobiography” only a series of events that have happened to you in the physical world, or is it also a record of an inner journey? Is it like Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (here’s how I made my hut), or is it more like Newman’s Apologia Pro Vita Sua (here’s why I changed my faith)?

				When the idea of writing a “literary memoir” first sprang up (from whom? Memory shrugs, but it was someone in publishing), I replied to her, or him, or them: “That would be tedious. You’ve heard the bad joke about the old East Coast fisherman counting fish? ‘One fish, two fish, another fish, another fish, another fish…’ So, my ‘literary memoir’ would go, ‘I wrote a book, I wrote a second book, I wrote another book, I wrote another book…’ Dead boring. Who wants to read about someone sitting at a desk messing up blank sheets of paper?”

				“Oh, that’s not what we meant!” they said. “We meant a memoir in, you know, a literary style!”

				This was even more baffling. What would that be like? Eighteenth-century mock-heroic couplets?

				
					Lo, when Dawn’s rosy fingers do the curtains part,

					Down sit I at my desk to labour at mine Art.

				

				Or something more in the Gothic flamboyant style of, for instance, Poe?

				
					A thousand brightly hued images whirled within my dizzied brain, and menacing phantoms thronged the shadowy corners of my tapestried chamber. In a frenzy I seized my enchanted quill, and ignoring the large blot of ink now taking demonic shape on the dazzling sheet of snowy parchment before me, I…

				

				No, it would not do.

				One of the first interviews I ever did with a newspaper reporter was in 1967. I had—much to my surprise, as well as everyone else’s—just won the only major literary prize in Canada at that time, the Governor General’s Award, for my first collection of poetry, The Circle Game. I was living in Cambridge, Massachusetts, studying for my Ph.D. at Harvard. A Canadian newspaper decided it had better acknowledge my prize-winning, and had directed a war reporter on his way back from Vietnam to do an interview with me. I expect his friends made relentless fun of him. Interviewed any more girl poets lately?

				I had on a red minidress and fishnet stockings. The reporter wasn’t wearing a flak jacket, but he might as well have been. We sat in a café. He looked at me. I looked at him. We were both at a loss.

				Finally, he said, “Say something interesting. Say you write all your poetry on drugs.”

				Is this the kind of thing that would be expected of me in a literary memoir? Alcoholism, debauched parties, drug-taking, flagrant sexual transgressions, with the writing itself treated as a by-product that had oozed or sprouted from the compost heap of my outrageous behaviour? But that wasn’t how I’d spent my time, or most of it.

				“I think maybe not,” I said to those who’d made the literary memoir suggestion. Or did I say it to myself? In any case, the important word was not.

				

				—

				Time passed, however, and the idea of a memoir acquired a lurid phosphorescent glow. Wasn’t there something appealing in the idea? my sinister alter ego whispered. I could depict myself in a flattering light, casting a gauzy haze over my stupider or wickeder actions while blaming them on others. At the same time, I could thank my benefactors, reward my friends, trash my enemies, and pay off scores long forgotten by everyone but me. I could spill some beans, I could dish some tea.

				After he’d published Fifth Business in 1970, when he was almost sixty, the novelist Robertson Davies was asked why he’d waited so long to resume novel-writing after his early comic successes. His answer was two words: “People…died.”

				It’s true. People die, and after they do, things may be said about them that might have been held back before. But—I told myself—I wouldn’t have to confine myself to this kind of squalid moral bookkeeping. I could embark on a journey in search of my own authentic inner self, supposing there is such a thing. At the very least, I could examine the many images of myself that have materialized and then vanished over the years, a few concocted by me, but many—less positive and sometimes downright frightening—projected onto me by others. I have been asked some very strange questions. “Why is your mouth so small?” one letter-writer queried. “Why are there so many bottles in your work?” I was asked at a reading, “Is your hair really like that, or do you get it done?” One of my favourite questions, posed in a gymnasium after a reading in a small town in the Ottawa Valley, where no living writer had ever been before.

				In some variants of myself, I terrify interviewers; in others, I cause pathetic whining in politicians. One glance from my baleful eyes and strong men weep, clutching their groins, lest I freeze their gonads to stone with my Medusa eyes.

				My Medusa eyes go with my Medusa hair, which used to be referenced in book reviews, back when invective was more uninhibited and body-shaming was the norm, especially when men were reviewing women. A scary thing, curly and/or frizzy and/or Pre-Raphaelite hair; and if you wore it down, how unruly and indeed demented you must be—a descendant of all those nineteenth-century female literary creations who wandered the countryside or jumped off castle roofs, or earlier ones like Ophelia who floated down rivers, crazy as bedbugs, tresses rippling. No wonder female writers of earlier generations went in for tight buns and—later—carefully varnished cold waves.

				Witches, of course, unbound their hair in order to cast spells, unleash tornados, and seduce men: perhaps some of these beliefs lingered among male cultural commentators of the mid-twentieth century, and contributed to my witchy reputation. Or the connection may be left over from the 1950s and early 1960s, a time when a female person who wrote anything but the ladies’ pages was considered not only unnaturally powerful but a borderline lunatic. Or maybe it comes from the early 1970s, in which energetic language from females was equated with bra-burning, man-knackering, and other unfeminine pursuits. The novelist Margaret Laurence—from an earlier generation—used to complain that because she had children, she wasn’t treated as a serious writer but as an inoffensive cookie-baking mum: “just a housewife.” I, on the other hand, found myself making the opposite protest: when I wasn’t flying through the air in the shape of a bat, I would declare that I could turn out a decent Christmas cake and knit a few sweaters while I was at it. This is a very old dichotomy: on the one hand, a woman doing woman stuff; on the other hand, a serious writer with a knife up her sleeve.

				“She writes like a man,” a fellow poet said of me in the early 1970s, intending a compliment.

				“You forgot the punctuation,” I told him. “What you meant was, ‘She writes. Like a man.’ ” Ripostes of this kind came in handy at the time.

				If I embarked on this memoir venture, I mused, I could scrutinize these various images, plus a few others not usually considered. Am I at heart the ringleted, tap-dancing moppet of 1945? The crinolined, saddle-shoed rock ’n’ roller of 1955? The studious budding poet and short-story writer of 1965? The alarming female published novelist and part-time farm-runner of 1975? Or the version possibly most well known: the bad typist beginning The Handmaid’s Tale in Berlin, finishing it in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, and then publishing it, to mixed reviews, in 1985?

				Other renditions of me have followed. As the years pass, I have waxed and waned in the public view, though growing inevitably older. I have dimmed and flickered, I have blazed and shot out sparks, I have acquired saintly haloes and infernal horns. Who would not wish to explore these funhouse mirrors?

				Perhaps I am a liminal being, partaker of two natures, guardian of thresholds, shapeshifting almost at will; a sort of Baba Yaga, sometimes benevolent, sometimes punitive, dwelling in a woodland hut that runs around on chicken legs, propelling my way in a mortar with a pestle for an oar, humming a cheerful though somehow menacing tune.

				In my case the tune is most likely the dwarfs-marching-to-work song from the Disney film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, which traumatized me as a child. It’s sacred to short workaholics, of which I am one, but the trauma came from elsewhere: I was petrified at the age of six by the transformation scene, in which the good-looking queen drinks a magic potion, turns green, and morphs into a warty old hag. How horrifying, yet how essential! The pretty, tuneful Snow White is acted upon, but she doesn’t act; it’s the wicked queen who has the best scenes. Every writer knows this is the truth. And every writer also knows that without the wicked queen, or her avatars—the alien invasion, the hurricane, the marriage-breaker, the sinister assassin, the snakes on a plane, the killer in the country house—there is no plot.

				

				—

				Every writer is at least two beings: the one who lives, and the one who writes. Every question-and-answer session at a book event is an illusion; it’s the one doing the living, not the one doing the writing, who is present on such occasions. How could the writer be there, since no writing is being done at that moment? Like Jekyll and Hyde, the two share a memory and even a wardrobe. Though everything written must have passed through their minds, or mind, they are not the same.

				The one doing the writing has access to everything in the memory bank. The one doing the living might have some idea of what the writing self has been up to, but less than you’d think. While you’re writing, you aren’t observing yourself doing it, because if you start studying your so-called process while in full flight, you’ll freeze.

				Is writing a trance state, as Coleridge’s story about his writing of “Kubla Khan” might suggest? Not quite: you can break off, go for a coffee, answer the phone, show every sign of normality. Or I can. Yet the sensation of something else taking over can’t be ignored; too many writers have testified to it. Flow state, inspiration, characters seizing the initiative from their authors, dream visions, out-of-body experiences—these kinds of testimonies are too numerous to be dismissed.

				On top of that, perhaps there are (at least) two models of writer: devotees of the lyre-strumming Apollo, highly conscious of structure and harmony, with his bevy of Muses; and those who call instead upon Hermes, god of tricks and jokes and messages, concealer and revealer of secrets, patron of travellers and thieves, conductor of souls to the Underworld. If you’re doing a revision of a draft, you need Apollo; if you’re stuck mid-plot, you might invoke Hermes, opener of doors, though there is no guarantee about what might lie behind that door. That the two gods are joined at the hip is evident in their mythic origin stories: it was Hermes who made Apollo’s lyre in the first place. Most cultures have a version of this duality, since both form and energy are needed for any work of art.

				To this we might add Bacchus, god of wine, proponent of divine intoxication, dissolver of inhibitions. Quite a few writers have written while under the influence of something or other. In my case it was caffeine.

				

				—

				Some writers are fond of talking about their “material.” Marian Engel, author of the novel Bear, was telling me about her damaging experiences as a young child, when she and her twin were put up for adoption: they’d been separated because her twin was violently attacking her. Then she said, “Copyright.” Meaning: that was her material, not mine. She was writing about these early experiences of hers when she died.

				But where does all the assorted “material” come from? It comes from what is loosely known as your life and times. Things happen to you, or you hear about them. Big things and small things. Some of them impact you, or stick to you. You can’t avoid the time-space you’re living in. Nobody can. Your writing will always be done in it and will be connected to it, even if your book is set on another planet or in another century. It cannot be otherwise.

				So, inescapably, I’ll have to describe the features of my own time-spaces if I wish to cast any light on this writing thing. Be prepared for descriptions of outmoded technologies, such as ice houses and milk cupboards, and for explanations of archaic social rituals, such as sock hops and going steady. Also for thumbnail sketches of fashions of the time, such as pantsuits, miniskirts, A-line dresses, and the Ethnic Look.

				I move through time, and, when I write, time moves through me. It’s the same for everyone. You can’t stop time, nor can you seize it; it slips away, like the Liffey River in Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. Memories can be vivid though unreliable; diaries can distort. Nevertheless, each life has its own particular flavours and textures, and I will attempt to evoke those of mine.

				Because memoirs need to have photos, I’ve been going through the horde: my mother’s and father’s early twentieth-century albums, with the black-and-white snapshots stuck in it with the little corners—grandparents, great-aunts, vintage automobiles that were brand new then, horses, covered bridges. Then the 1930s and 1940s: I appear, I roll around on the floor, I stand up, I grow hair, I sprout teeth. At age eight I receive a Kodak Brownie and take pictures of my cat wearing a bonnet, my brother wielding snowballs and making faces, anomalous trees, unidentifiable children. Other albums provide shots of high-school formals, graduations, amateur theatricals. My first poetry readings.

				Then book-cover photos. More of those. Now things are getting literary. Next come the newspaper and magazine shots, some grainy, others glossy; in the latter I’m frequently not wearing my own clothes, since wardrobe stylists had now been invented. I treasure the memory of one photo shoot in which I was asked to take off all my black clothing and put on other black clothing in which I looked exactly the same. Then there was the time I went to Finland and found myself sitting in the makeup room of a television station. Quick as a wink, my hair was being set in hot rollers in an attempt to flatten it out: the Finns were not used to my kind of hair. They must have been trying to keep me from embarrassing myself in public. (They weren’t the first or last to make this attempt. Few have succeeded.) In more personal layers of pictures, there’s my own family, at many ages and stages.

				It’s overwhelming, sorting out the blizzard of images. Whatever are we to do with it, this accumulation? I’ve managed to weed out the shots I inadvertently took of the floor, my feet, the inside of my purse, but the others…They hover in the air, fading but still visible, small flickers of what was once lived. How cold was it that day, what did we have for lunch, were we happy?

				As I revisit my writing past, I’ve been having strange dreams. I’ve been conversing with the dead: the benevolent dead, mostly. I’ve been unearthing my early and luckily unpublished writings, and mortifying myself by reading them. I’ve been trying to recapture my state of mind at the time. Wrong turnings, crinolines, abandoned plots, nylons with seams, canoes, lost loves. It’s all material. What will I make of it?

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			Farewell to Nova Scotia
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				A Thing My Mother Said:

				
					My Mother: Because our father’s name was Dr. Killam, kids at school used to tease us. They’d say, “Killam, Skin’em, and Eat’em.”

					Me: Did they hurt your feelings?

					My Mother: Pooh. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

				

			

			
				A Thing My Father Said:

				
					“How long would it take two fruit flies, reproducing unchecked, to cover the entire Earth to a depth of two miles?”

					(I don’t remember the answer to this, but it was a remarkably short time.)

				

				Both my parents were from Nova Scotia. My father was born in 1906, my mother in 1909. Counting forward, you can see they would have been entering the job market just as the Great Depression of the 1930s was at its height. Coupled with that was the general decline of the Canadian Maritimes: Halifax had been a prosperous seaport in the nineteenth century, but then came the building of the railroads and the shift of the financial gravitational centre, first to Montreal, then Toronto. The city had a brief uptick during the First World War; later, after my parents had left Nova Scotia, it was the staging area for the Atlantic convoys due to its sheltered harbour. Some in Nova Scotia benefited from American Prohibition in the 1920s and early 1930s. A brisk smuggling business had fishing boats picking up booze from Saint-Pierre and Miquelon—French territory—and running it into the deep coves and estuaries of Maine. If Uncle Bill suddenly got a new roof on his barn, you didn’t ask him how he’d paid for it. But to profit from that trade you had to have a boat. Those who didn’t have boats were out of luck.

				A joke from that time: “What’s the chief export of Nova Scotia?” “Brains.”

				During those years, many Nova Scotians moved west in search of jobs. My parents were part of that exodus.

				All the Nova Scotians I’ve known have been universally homesick. I’m not sure why, but so it has been. Both of my parents always referred to Nova Scotia as “home,” causing some confusion for me as a child: If Nova Scotia was “home,” where was I living? In some sort of not-home?

				

				—

				Ours is a family shrub, not a family tree. If you have roots in the Maritimes and meet someone else with similar roots, you find yourself picking your way through the shrubbery. Who was your father, who was your mother, grandfather, grandmother, from where, and so on, until you establish the fact that you are related. Or not. This can go on for some time.

				So here’s the deep dive.

				Nova Scotia, far from being uniformly Scottish in origin as the name might imply, was remarkably diverse. The Mi’kmaq lived there and still do, and are related to other Indigenous groups in New Brunswick and Maine. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Nova Scotia was one of the first parts of what is now Canada to receive an influx of Europeans. French explorers; and French settlers and farmers who called themselves Acadian in honour of the comparatively idyllic place they found themselves in; then New Englanders who’d been enticed by cheap land. Later came a number of people who had been on the losing side of the American Revolution. These included the Free Blacks, who’d fought on the side of the British. Collectively, these immigrants from the States were known as United Empire Loyalists. Some of these were entangled in our family shrubbery.

				Just before the Loyalists came German and French Protestants who’d been welcomed by the British during the French and Indian War with New France. Catholic New France—including Vermont and New Brunswick and what is now Quebec—was raiding the Protestant New England colonies with the help of its Indigenous allies, and vice versa. New England had the help of the British Army, while the French colonies were not so well supplied. Finally, in 1759, General Wolfe took Quebec City and New France fell to Britain. The New England colonists had no more need of the British Army, and did not see why they should be so heavily taxed. Result: The American Revolution, no taxation without representation, over-investment on the American side by the French monarchy, French debt, then the French Revolution.

				While the wars were going on, the British had wanted to stuff as many Protestants as possible into Nova Scotia. One of these French Protestants joined our ancestral line. So did some Scots from the Highland Clearances in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a period during which many small tenant farmers got turfed out of their age-old communities by their own clan chiefs. This was not only fallout from the defeat of the Scots in the 1746 Jacobite rising but was also a result of the spread of profitable sheep farming. I used to joke that I was descended from a long line of folks—going back to the Puritans, but not limited to them—who’d been kicked out of other countries for being contentious, or heretical, or indigent, or otherwise disagreeable.

				Here are some of the names from the family shrubbery: Atwoods, Killams, Websters, McGowans, Lewises (from Wales), Nickersons, Moreaus, Robinsons, Chases. Those are just a few of the branches. If you go into the shrubbery, don’t get lost. It’s tangled.

				The first of my father’s family to reach Nova Scotia’s South Shore came from Cape Cod. Cape Cod is still crawling with Atwoods, descended from those who arrived in the early seventeenth century, either on the Mayflower or shortly after it. They clustered around Wellfleet, Massachusetts, and then Chatham. Several museums, including the Atwood Museum in Chatham, are well worth a visit—don’t miss the cat door under the stairs through which a cat was stuffed every night to catch mice under the floor. (What did the house smell like? I wonder.) There’s also a portrait of a later dentist Atwood, who got himself painted in formal dress with three sets of dentures set out in front of him of which he was evidently proud.

				It was the younger brother of the museum’s original Atwood owner who went to Nova Scotia in 1758, landing in Shelburne, a small port on the south coast. From Shelburne, the Atwoods spread out, giving rise to several privateers operating out of Liverpool, to a number of sailors, and to some loggers and farmers.

				

				—

				By the time my father was born, his family was living at Upper Clyde, quite a distance from the coast up the Clyde River. My grandfather ran a little sawmill that made white pine shingles, cedar being almost non-existent in Nova Scotia. Stacking these shingles at age six was the first of many jobs my father would hold. He enjoyed this immensely, according to him—children then being expected to contribute to the collective family economy as soon as they could.

				The family would not have described itself as poor—they had a house, they had a cow, they had a parlour organ. My grandfather belonged to the Masons, which meant he must have been at least marginally respectable. But the family didn’t use money for as many things as people use it for today. If what was needed was something you could make—from wood, such as tables and chairs, or cloth or yarn, such as dresses, quilts, or mittens—you made it yourself. People got married, almost without exception. There weren’t many jobs for spinsters, and everyone knew that a man would have a very hard time running a small farm single-handed: a wife was necessary.

				My grandmother, who was my grandfather’s second wife, kept chickens and ran a vegetable garden. She had the Rolls-Royce of wood-burning kitchen ranges, with an oven, a warming oven, a hot-water heater, and chrome trim. She smoked her own fish, and made butter in a churn; as a child I helped her make some.

				Seeing this way of life, unchanged since the nineteenth century, was very helpful to me when I was writing Alias Grace. My grandmother’s stove was much fancier than anything available to Grace Marks, but the rhythm of the work and the shape of the days was much the same. My father, Carl, was the eldest of five, unless you count Uncle Freddy, son of the first wife. He was already grown up—a mysterious figure, lurking around the barn not saying much, and said to be not quite right in the head. The story we were told was that he’d been gassed in the First World War, but another informant said he’d already been like that. As with so many family stories, you don’t think to investigate them until there’s nobody left to ask.

				Carl learned to read and write in a one-room schoolhouse. There was no nearby high school, so he took his high-school classes by correspondence course, encouraged by my grandmother, who’d been a schoolteacher. His studies would have been in addition to his farm chores and his work as a teenager in the winter logging camps, something my grandfather had also done. It was in the logging camps that he picked up an extensive vocabulary of swear words, said my mother. She heard him use them only once, when he hit his thumb with a sledgehammer while sinking the sand point for a hand pump. “The air turned blue,” she said with appreciation: here was a talent she hadn’t known he had.

				Carl was very musical. I don’t know how he learned to play the fiddle, but he did. His younger brother, Uncle Elmer, played the banjo, and the two of them would provide the music for the local Saturday-night square dances, which could get rough—liquor consumed, fist fights outside. As the musicians, the two of them could avoid all that. Carl could sing at that time too: he was said to have had a beautiful baritone voice. But after he heard his first professional concerts as a young adult, once he was well and truly on his way to being a scientist, he never sang or played the fiddle again. My guess is that he tagged himself as an amateur. The furthest he would go was whistling: he was partial to Beethoven.

				As a barefoot child walking from school, my father became fascinated by a giant green caterpillar he’d found, and it was this creature—the larval form of the cecropia moth—that drew his attention to the world of insects. He took the caterpillar home, made a little cage for it, fed it, and watched it transform, first into a pupa and then into a huge and colourful moth. This was the initial step in the process that led eventually to his career as an entomologist. Had he not followed this path he would never have met my mother and I would not have been born. So I owe my existence to a large green caterpillar.

				One of Carl’s steps along the way was a stint at the normal school in Truro, where you were taught to be a schoolteacher. (I used to think it was where you learned to be normal, but this was not the case.) His intention was to teach school until he’d saved up enough money to get himself to university, but he was able to take a shortcut via summer jobs in entomology and a scholarship to Acadia University in Wolfville. From there he jumped via another scholarship to Macdonald College, the agricultural wing of Montreal’s McGill University, where he cleaned out rabbit hutches, lived in a tent and cooked for himself during the warmer months, and saved enough to send some money “home” so his three sisters could continue in school.

				It was at the Truro normal school that my father first saw my mother, who was sliding down the main banister. He vowed then and there that she was the woman he would marry. It took him two tries—she turned him down the first time because she “was having too much fun”—but he managed it. He’d overcome so many barriers by then that he didn’t take an initial no as definitive.

				“He surprised me. I thought he was just a friend,” said my mother of his first proposal. She had an abundance of swains and beaux swarming around, but my father was the only one who wasn’t pronounced “a jackass” by her father. He himself had pulled himself up by his bootstraps to become a doctor. Possibly he recognized in Carl—an extreme bootstrap-puller—something of himself.

				

				—

				My mother, Margaret Killam, was a tomboy and intensely athletic; hence the banister-sliding. Her background was quite different from my father’s: it was genteel-rural rather than backwoods-rural, from a tiny village called Woodville in Kings County. Kings was in the Annapolis Valley, much given to apple-growing.

				My grandfather, Dr. Harold Killam, was the revered country doctor for the area. He helped found the Berwick hospital (since closed); he helped build the local Methodist church (since converted to a home). He was a First World War army doctor, and had been called to Halifax at the time of the Great Halifax Explosion in 1917 (almost two thousand killed, nine thousand wounded). Our Great-Uncle Fred had been shot out the window and had landed, unhurt, on the sidewalk, still in his bed. Great-Aunt Rose, not so lucky, had fallen through the shattered floor into the cellar, and as a result had had a miscarriage.

				My head was populated early by such tales—tales of people I didn’t know. They had the status of semi-imaginary creations with larger-than-life stories attached to them, like Beowulf. More news of such beings would arrive every week: my mother and her two sisters wrote one another faithfully all their lives, and my mother would read the letters out loud to my father. She was the eldest of five. The others were her “twin” sister, Kathleen or Kae, born less than a year later, her sister Joyce—four years younger than she was—and two younger brothers, Fred and Harold. Many of her stories revolved around this group. You never knew what the demigods in Nova Scotia would get up to next.

				There were lots of stories about my grandfather Dr. Killam: off in the middle of the night, driving his sleigh through the snow to deliver babies on kitchen tables, operating in his surgery—which was at the front of their house—on some poor man who’d chopped himself with an axe. “Don’t get sick,” my mother used to say. She’d seen and heard too much of what happened to sick people in the days before multiple vaccines and penicillin and advanced diagnostic tools.

				Dr. Killam was a man of considerable local standing. As a respectable person, you couldn’t drink, smoke, or swear, not that my grandfather was inclined to do any of these things. He referred to cigarettes as “coffin nails” long before research had proven him right.

				As the daughter of the doctor, Margaret was expected to be up to snuff both socially and intellectually, but she was somewhat rebellious. She and her father were frequently at odds; both were intent on getting their own way, and both had tempers. “We were too much alike,” she said. She was a speed skater as a teen. She was also horse-mad, and cantered around on the backcountry roads on one or another of the two horses she was allowed to keep in the barn, one being a rescue horse she’d brought back from “skin and bones” to glowing health.

				Margaret longed to ditch her luxuriant though bothersome hair, but was refused permission by her autocratic father. (“He was stern, but he was Respected,” she would say.) She finally managed to get a 1920s bob by waiting until her father was in the dentist’s chair, writhing in pain—no anaesthetics then—before requesting permission once again. He said, in essence, “Anything, anything, just leave me alone!” And the deed was quickly done.

				Her “twin” sister, Kae, was studious, and my grandfather sent her to the University of Toronto, where she was the first woman to get an M.A. in History. But my mother was viewed as a flibbertigibbet; her brain, said my grandfather, was just a little button holding her spine on. No university for her: it would be a waste of money, in his opinion.

				Margaret took this as a challenge. Off she went to normal school in Truro, attracting my father along the way. She taught in a one-room schoolhouse for two years, riding her horse to and fro, saved up the money, and got herself to the Mount Allison Ladies’ College, in Sackville, New Brunswick. “Why did you go to Mount A., rather than to Acadia in Nova Scotia?” I asked her once. “It was farther away,” she said. I asked her—after a spate of nostalgic anecdotes about “home”—why she had never moved back there. “Everyone knows your business,” she said. She had a point. At Mount A. she took Home Economics, not because she liked it but because it was the most plausible path to a job for a woman. In the background was a maiden aunt who helped her out. Margaret won a scholarship at Mount A. Take that, Respected Father! She’d demonstrated “gumption,” a desirable quality, and had practised self-sufficiency, also desirable, and had shown that she wasn’t just a fluff-brain. (She was also climbing in and out of her dorm windows after hours, but evidently she didn’t get caught.)

				

				—

				The Great Crash happened in 1929, when Margaret was twenty, and the Depression set in. Jobs were scarce. At some point my mother taught cooking in a girls’ reform school (“They used to drink the vanilla extract”), then became a dietician at the Toronto General Hospital, where she put on weight (“We used to eat the leftover ice cream”). My father was studying at the University of Toronto; he proposed again, and this time was accepted. There was an interlude during which my mother had to go “home” to help out, as her father had suffered “a coronary.” Another mysterious term of my childhood: What was it, exactly? The cure was rest, not that rest was much of a cure. There were no stents or heart transplants then. As visiting children, we did a lot of tiptoeing.

				In 1935, my parents finally got married, in a double wedding. My Aunt Kae married a local doctor, having rejected a plan to be sent to Oxford, as she didn’t want to end up, like their legendary Aunt Win, a spinster—the inevitable fate of any woman who chose such a brainy career. My parents spent their honeymoon going by canoe down the Saint John River in New Brunswick, which was not yet afflicted with dams. Carl taught Margaret to paddle—she’d never done it before—and to sleep in tents. Sleeping in a tent hadn’t been part of her childhood—too potentially disreputable, as it might cause talk—so she’d slept in one before the wedding, accompanied by a sister, in order to practise. She took to the outdoor life like a duck to water.

				She told my younger sister, much later, that the first year of her marriage was “like a holiday” after the strenuous work life she’d been leading. Married women didn’t keep their jobs during the Depression. Having two incomes in a family was considered selfish, so when you got married you automatically quit or were “let go” unless you were on the very top or the very bottom of the pay ladder. During this initial married period, Margaret taught herself to type so she could type Carl’s Ph.D. thesis. She did it on the same portable Remington—white letters on black keys with white circles around them—on which I was later to type my first poems. The housekeeping was minor since they didn’t have a house, so she had time to indulge her athletic proclivities by skating on any available ice and marching around in parks.

			

			
				Country Mice and City Mice: A Digression

				Both of my parents were country mice at heart, though they could put on city mouse camouflage when required. The metaphor dates back to one of Aesop’s fables that later spread all over Europe. It became the subject of an illustrated kids’ book by Beatrix Potter, and is still being retold.

				Neither the country mouse nor the city mouse appreciates the lifestyle of the other. The country mouse eats simple food, the town mouse luxuries. They visit each other, but the country mouse is frightened by the fierce cats and dogs that abound in the city, and says she prefers the peace and quiet of the country.

				The peace and quiet of the country is of course a fable itself. The country—if you are, for instance, a farmer—can be a very dangerous place, and was even more dangerous in the early part of the twentieth century. Cows might kick you, horses might bolt and scrape you off against the top beam of the barn door, a pig might eat you if you carelessly fell into its pen. House fires caused by wood stoves, kerosene lamps, or candles were always a possibility. A tractor might flip over and crush you like a grape. The farmyard and outbuildings bristled with sharp and potentially lethal implements: saws, axes, picks, sledgehammers, and guns of various kinds. If you wanted a murder weapon, you wouldn’t have far to seek. In the woods, you could get squashed by a falling tree, torn apart by bears or trampled by a bull moose in rut, or trapped in a forest fire. You could freeze to death in a blizzard, drown in a lake, or be struck by lightning—a primary fear of my childhood. Never go swimming when a thunderstorm is brewing. I’m telling you this for your own good.

				How could the city compete when it came to danger? But it could: with car accidents that could smash you to bits; with lurking scoundrels and drunks who might leap out of the bushes upon you; with the horrors of dressing for fancy occasions—what to wear?—and going to parties—what to say? In the country, hell was likely to appear as an animal or a snowstorm. In the city, hell was other people. Though hell could be other people in the country too, according to my mother’s stories: mean folks could exist anywhere.

				There were two distinct mindsets then: urban and rural. In the city, you were expected to be outgoing, glad-handing, easily sociable. You’d be interested in novelties, such as new films or fashions or gadgets or technologies. But you’d be more likely to be scornful of other people’s quirks, and to belong to a social hierarchy that sneered upon those below it. You’d be less likely to know your neighbours, and less interested in doing so. Money mattered; it mattered a lot. Country people might be regarded by you as rubes and hicks, superstitious and unscientific, backward in their thinking.

				In the country, you were reserved when meeting people you didn’t know and skeptical of boasts and displays of wealth. Being thought of as an honest, solid, competent, and handy person was more important than being thought of as a rich or smarty-pants one. If you acted above other people, you were brought down to size, usually with mockery. Self-sufficiency was important: If your toilet was clogged—supposing you had one, rather than an outhouse—you couldn’t just call a plumber, because there wasn’t one. You’d get out your wrench. Naturally you had a wrench, and many other fix-it tools. You’d help your neighbours when they had physical problems such as an illness or a house burning down, and they in turn would help you. You’d think it bad manners to show off, to snivel and complain, or to express emotions to excess, or even at all. Having some fun was acceptable, but having too much of it was frivolous. You’d know how to split wood and make furniture and fell trees, or—if female—scald and pluck a chicken, keep a flock of egg-laying hens, churn butter, manage the kitchen garden, make jam, knit mittens, hook rugs, sew quilts, and use up any leftovers. You had a secret scorn for city folk who hadn’t learned these skills: they didn’t know their ass from their elbow and stepped in cowpats because they didn’t watch where they were going. You accepted eccentrics as long as they were known to you and as long as they were harmless. If you had to gut things such as fish, you just rolled up your sleeves and got on with it.

				In the country you passed the time of day with anyone you met. It was a way of finding things out. Our father retained this habit, and it used to drive us kids a bit crazy. Into a gas station he would go to pay the bill while we waited in the car, and waited, and waited. He’d engage in conversation with all sorts of people while jingling the change in his pocket. If he didn’t believe what they were telling him, he would say, “Is that so?” or “You don’t say!” It wouldn’t have been country manners to contradict. I remember watching him while a man tried to convince him that beavers sucked the air out of logs and that was why the logs sank. “Is that so?” “You don’t say!” (Jingle, jingle.)

				Both my parents knew the country mouse patterns because they’d grown up with them. Inside the dinner jackets and fancy party dresses they could assume at will, they held the reserve and skepticism of the country mice; yet they had the curiosity of the city mice too. They could switch back and forth between country and city with hardly any effort, or so it appeared from the outside.

				My elder brother and I were similar hybrids.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			Bush Baby
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			In the fall of 1936, my parents were living in Montreal, where Carl had an entry-level teaching position at Macdonald College. They were expecting a baby in February. They were far from rich: they “didn’t have a bean,” as my mother put it. She used to divide my father’s paycheque into four envelopes: rent, utilities, groceries, and, if any was left over, entertainment. Entertainment might be a movie, or it might be a small box of Laura Secord chocolates. They would cut each chocolate in two so they could both share all the flavours.

			Unbeknownst to themselves, their apartment was in the red-light district of Montreal. (No doubt it was cheap.) My pregnant mother must have been a curiosity to the local professionals as she hiked briskly along the streets—she was always a great walker, pregnant or not—but, according to her, nobody ever “bothered” her. (If they had, she would have given them “what for.” “What for” was vague, but you wouldn’t have wanted to be on the receiving end of it.)

			My brother, Harold, was born in the Montreal General Hospital the day after Valentine’s Day, thus perfect for future birthday-cake decorating. This was before subsidized health care, so they wouldn’t let you out of the hospital until the bill had been paid. My father pawned his fountain pen to bail my mother out. That fountain pen itself is a mystery: it must have been expensive enough to merit pawning; it was probably a gift, as he wouldn’t have had enough beans to buy such a thing himself.

			Tending to a baby in a small apartment must have been interesting. There were no disposable diapers then; our mother soaked the diapers in the toilet. There was at least one plumbing emergency caused by premature flushing, and the diamond came out of Margaret’s engagement ring and was swept away. How did she do the rest of the wash? Possibly in a wringer washer. And she would have had an icebox and an electric iron. I know they had a toaster and a waffle iron—wedding gifts—because both were still in operation during my childhood.

			Then our father suddenly took a job with the federal government’s Department of Agriculture as an entomological field researcher. This would involve seven months in a remote part of the northwestern Quebec forest. With a baby no more than a few months old, was Margaret up for such a thing? Yes! It was the prospect of exactly such adventures that had sealed the deal with my father in the first place.

			Different eras have different ideal marriage models for women. The High Victorian model was the Angel in the House; the Second World War model was Keep the Home Fires Burning crossed with Rosie the Riveter; and the 1950s model was Little Wifey in a Shirtwaist Dress and Four Kids crossed with Station-Wagon Supermarket Grocery Shopper and Home Appliance Efficiency. The 1930s model was what I call the Amelia Earhart: athletic ability and risk-taking weren’t considered unfeminine, resourcefulness was good, it was fine to wear slacks, lying on a sofa in a negligée eating chocolates was passé, and palship was valued. (Nancy Drew, the young woman detective with a car of her own, first appeared in 1930.)

			Our parents viewed their marriage as a partnership; Margaret was half of every major decision. Before their move to the bush, our parents made a pact: in the often chilly woods, he would get up first and cook the breakfasts; in the city, she would cook the breakfasts. In the early years this worked in her favour because they were up in the woods for at least two-thirds of every year.

			For the new Department of Agriculture job, they moved to Ottawa with their tiny baby. Ottawa, the capital of Canada, was at that time a small provincial city. However, it did have one museum in which my brother—several years later—saw his first dinosaur exhibits. Much impressed, Harold went home and made a plasticine dinosaur. It had an udder—a source of delight to my mother, who shared the news with her sisters via her weekly letter. Ottawa hadn’t been chosen as the capital for its climate—it’s the second-coldest capital city in the world, the first being Ulan Bator—but for its location on the Ottawa River, which marks the division between Ontario (largely English-speaking) and Quebec (where French predominates). For Canada, as a confederation with two official languages, this location made sense. The field station where our father would do his research was also in border country, but on the Quebec side and over three hundred miles to the north. People there could communicate in “franglais,” a mixture of French and English. My father learned to speak franglais, of considerable use to him during his scientific travels in northern Quebec. Anything you didn’t know the name for was la machine: helpful if fighting a forest fire, which all adult males in the fire’s vicinity were expected to do. You don’t worry too much about grammar when there’s a flaming tree about to fall on you.

			
				Into the Woods

				For their first stint in the northern forest—which began in May 1937—our parents and their three-month-old baby reached their location by narrow-gauge railway, since there wasn’t yet any road. The site chosen for Carl’s lab was at some distance from a tiny assemblage of dwellings clustered around the railway stop. That first summer, the little family lived in tents while my father and his crony from the village, Adrien Denis, began to construct the lab building. It was made mostly out of logs, and had a screened porch.

				There’s a picture of the three of them—Carl, Margaret, and Harold—in their woodland setting, looking pleased. Or at least the two grown-ups are. The baby’s expression can’t be seen: only his hands and feet are sticking up out of what looks like a packing crate. Our parents used to cover it with cheesecloth to keep out the mosquitoes and blackflies.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of Carl, Margaret, and Harold in their woodland setting.  Carl is on a stool, Margaret is sitting in a deck chair, and Harold, only hands and feet visible, looks to be in a packing crate.]
					

				

				Margaret is sitting in a deck chair made of birch poles—a Carl creation—with Carl himself on a stool constructed from another packing crate with a board nailed across it. Overhead is an awning or fly, to protect this dining area if it rained, which it did often, since the region was a northern rainforest. Rain or shine, you never ate inside tents. You didn’t want any animals or insects invading in search of crumbs, nor did you want any soup on the bedding.

				There’s also a photo of Carl rolling up an inflatable rubber mattress. They could have slept on one of those or on a spruce-bough mattress, but most certainly in sleeping bags, which, in those days before synthetics, would have been heavy and filled with kapok. Flannelette sheets inside the sleeping bags. Red-and-black-striped Hudson’s Bay wool blankets on top.

				The little creature in the packing crate was thoroughly at home in the bush. He was a bush baby, you might say. Before he could even crawl, he was discovered during an insect infestation clutching a fistful of forest tent caterpillars and about to eat them. When he grew up, he became a biologist. How could that possibly have been avoided?

				When it got cold and the insects were dead or hibernating, the family went back to Ottawa. How did this semi-nomadic plan work in practice? Did our parents put their furniture into storage for half the year and take short-term apartment leases for the other half? They couldn’t have afforded an apartment that they lived in for only half a year. Or did they sublet? In the spring, summer, and fall of 1938, they were back in the Quebec bush. The insect lab was completed and a small cabin built farther down the lake. Our parents moved into this cabin while Carl planned a larger house and constructed an outhouse, a woodshed, and an ice house. The land would have been secured through an inexpensive ninety-nine-year lease—the Quebec government was not making any outright sales then.

				In the summer of 1939, a big outbreak of spruce budworm occupied much of my father’s attention. That was also the summer they almost lost Harold. He fell off the dock at age two and a half, having escaped from the chicken-wire play yard that enclosed a sandbox: our mother was a big believer in letting children play by themselves. Luckily, she had glanced out the window and seen that Harold was gone. She ran down to the dock, heard a bubbling sound, looked into the water, saw him sinking, and hauled him up by the hair. Narrow escape! (Our mother’s stories had a number of narrow escapes in them. We hung by a thread.)

				Meanwhile, as the summer wore on, the international situation was getting tenser by the week. Just over the horizon—actually, just over the Atlantic—war clouds were gathering. The coming storm was about to break, changing everyone and everything in its path.

				And I was about to be born.

				(Ominous music. You may apply this either to the Second World War or to my birth, whichever you find more fitting.)

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 3

			Gemini Rising
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			I appeared in the Ottawa General Hospital on the 18th of November 1939. On the face of it, you wouldn’t think this would be a propitious birthdate. It was two and a half months after the onset of the Second World War, so my mother was probably full of anxiety chemicals before my birth. It was also the gloomiest month of the year: dead leaves but no snow, the daylight shrinking but no Christmas yet. It’s the month of death, sex, and regeneration, say the astrologers. They must have thrown in the last two to sweeten the pill. November’s festivals are the Day of the Dead and Remembrance Day, which is another kind of Day of the Dead. Gloom all round.

			Given these negative auspices, why did I turn out to be such a cheerful infant? Because I was. There are witnesses. Or there were.

			Take one look at my natal chart and you can see my character and destiny spread out before you, as plain as day. (If you don’t like horoscopes, skip this part. And the chart on the this page.)

			Look at that! A Grand Trine (that’s the triangle in the middle), with the Sun, Jupiter (big luck), and Pluto (the Underworld) at the points. Jupiter is at the top of the chart, but in Pisces, so I should have made an effort to limit the escapism, the daydreaming, and the esoteric interests. (I did not limit them.) Mars and the Moon in the tenth house—that’ll be the poetry publishing as well as some of the artistic fights. Yes, the Sun is in Scorpio, which could bode ill for others: once thoroughly annoyed, we Scorpios make implacable enemies.

			The rulers of Scorpio are Ares (Mars), god of war, and Hades (Pluto), god of the dead and the Underworld. Military history, sewer systems, burials, murder mysteries, lingerie, hidden treasure, dirty secrets—all these intrigue Scorpios. We are said to make good detectives, spies, and criminal masterminds. And undertakers.
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			But breathe easier because Gemini is rising. It’s the sign of the twins: thus, perfect for a writer. The good twin and the bad twin, or the outer twin and the inner twin. The smiling Jekyll twin, going about his/her benevolent and respectable public business, and the Hyde twin, the twin of the shadows, steeped in crime and/or writing books.

			The planetary ruler of Gemini is Hermes (Mercury), messenger of the gods, inventor of jokes, guardian and revealer of secrets—hence the word hermetic—patron saint of travellers and thieves, ruler of communications, and conductor of souls to the Underworld. How feathery and airy! How secretive! How prone to mischief! How impervious to horrifying things! How at home in Hades! How duplicitous!

			(Being a Scorpio, I’m skeptical about everything, including horoscopes, so take all this with a large handful of salt.)

			However, is Gemini really my rising sign? The catch is that my mother couldn’t remember exactly when I was born. In those days, they knocked you out with ether at the crucial moment, so she was unconscious during my first breath. My best clue is that the doctors—all men at that time, women curers and doctors having been effectively dealt with over centuries by being burned at the stake as witches and, later, denied entry to medical schools—thanked my mother for having waited until after the Grey Cup football semi-final. So I calculate that my birth must have taken place shortly after 5 p.m. My brother had been named after his two grandfathers, Harold and Leslie. My mother had made a pact with her best friend, Eleanor, to name their first girl children after each other. However, my father was a romantic, and—since he adored my mother—wanted me to be named after her; and so I was, though I was given Eleanor as a middle name.

			This meant, however, that there were two Margarets in the family. To avoid confusion, I was given a nickname—Peggy—which is a Scottish diminutive for Margaret. When I was very small, I was sometimes called “Little Carl” because I looked so much like him. I was never called “Margaret,” and didn’t think of it as my name. However, it came in handy later: I had a hidden alter ego, waiting in the shadows for the call to writership. “Peggy” was the Allegro Gemini, but “Margaret” was the Penseroso Scorpio, an altogether more dubious character.

			
				Into the Woods, Again

				Six months after being born, I was taken by car along the two-lane highway that runs beside the broad, fast-flowing Ottawa River, still used then for driving logs downriver, as it had been since the time of the Napoleonic Wars. (Where did most of the masts for the British Navy ships used in the blockade of France come from? The once-majestic white pines of the Ottawa Valley.)

				We made this journey every spring until I was four and a half. The route went from Ottawa through old towns from the high days of logging: Arnprior, Renfrew, Pembroke, Petawawa—an army base—to Deep River, not yet a centre for atomic research; then to Mattawa, and finally across a bridge and dam that marked the Ontario–Quebec border to the lumber town of Témiscaming. Upriver was the wide and cold Lake Temiskaming, downriver the often-hazardous Ottawa River, used for millennia by the Algonquins as a main transport route. This is Canadian Shield country: everything grows on a base of glacier-scoured Precambrian rock. The forest is mixed coniferous/deciduous, so in the autumn it’s a spectacular blend of red, yellow, and orange, punctuated by dark spruce and pine. Témiscaming was already quite old in 1939, or it seemed so to me later. Some eccentric francophile had donated a French fountain to it, an odd rococo touch in the boreal forest.

				Passing through the town, we’d skirt a small lumber mill with a pile of sawdust that was a source of fascination to me. (I wanted to slide down it, but when I finally got the chance, the sawdust was not at all like wooden snow. Instead, it was sticky and itchy.) We’d drive under a huge wooden water pipe dripping with enormous icicles in the colder months. After that, there were thirty or forty miles along a newly built unpaved road that was narrow, hilly and twisty, carsick-making, and punctuated by blind turns. The road signs were some of the first French words I ever learned: Petite Vitesse for Low Gear—that was for the steep hills; and Gardez le Droit for Keep to the Right—for the blind turns. You were supposed to honk before turning so that whoever might be coming the other way would know you were there.

				Our father was a skilled driver. He didn’t particularly like driving, though he had to do a lot of it in connection with his work. However, driving long distances was easier then: during the war years the roads were quite empty. Gasoline was rationed, and cars weren’t owned by every family—far from it. Those who did have cars had to deal with frequent blowouts: tires were of poor quality, as the good tire material was going to the war effort. One of my early images of my father was the bottom half of him sticking out from under a jacked-up car.

				He had a gas-rationing exemption because forest-based industries were considered crucial to the war effort. (People have sometimes asked me why he didn’t enlist. He tried to—he wanted to be in the air force—but was told not only that he was in a “critical industry” but also that he was too oldish, and had a heart condition, likely caused by having had rheumatic fever as a child. This heart flaw was not immediately threatening, but it eventually caught up with him.)

				His specialties as a researcher were the three insects that caused large boreal-forest infestations—spruce budworm, eastern tent caterpillar, and sawfly—which could swiftly devastate large swaths of valuable forest. It was a matter of importance to spot infestations, so he travelled all over northern Ontario and northwestern Quebec by car and sometimes by bush plane, collecting insects, observing, and asking questions. Some of his informants were local First Nations people who lived and worked in the forests: they’d be the first to know if a lot of trees were suddenly dying.

				So, being used to backcountry driving, he took the blind turns—as he took the rest of that road, and most roads—at speeds that were possibly not advisable. Our mother suffered from car sickness, but his thinking probably was that if she was going to be sick anyway, why not make it there faster? He was always in a hurry to get places.

				At last we’d reach the destination: the northern end of a large, cold, and convoluted lake, scraped out by glaciers over thousands of years. We’d drive through a covered bridge that was built above a dam meant to keep the water level high; the water pressure was used for shooting logs down to the Témiscaming sawmill. Near the bridge were a tiny white church and a few houses. Who lived there? People who serviced the dam and the small-gauge railroad; a couple of backwoods farmers taking advantage of a few patches of arable land among the rocks; perhaps some of the men who worked at logging sites during the winter. Logging then was done with axes, and also with horses, which would drag the felled trees to the lake ice. In the spring, when the ice melted, the trees would be corralled inside circles of logs chained together, called booms, so they could be towed down the lake with little tugboats.

				Near the government dock used by the tugboats, Carl would park the car. On my first trip, my father carried me in a packsack along a trail through the snowy woods. In later years we might be driven over the ice in a sleigh, unless the ice was too rotten.

				

				—

				For the next six months we lived in the small cabin, though the larger house was already under construction. My father was often away on one of his insect expeditions, and my mother would be alone, with a toddler and a baby. However, there were visitors from time to time: fellow scientists and friends from Ottawa, and young Uncle Harold, Margaret’s younger brother, who once got lost on the lake, though he was rescued the next day by Carl. It was easy to get lost on that lake.

				Was my mother ever lonely or frightened? Yes, a few times, according to family stories. Once was at night, when she heard a loud noise from inside. It turned out to be a porcupine that had got in and upset one of the shelves. Two other occasions alarmed her enough to become stories: a screech owl—these birds sound like ghost babies—and a moment when she and my father were in a canoe, got turned around in a thick fog at dusk, and almost went over the rapids underneath the covered bridge. They were saved by the barking of a village dog, which let them know where they were.

				As a rule, however, Margaret wasn’t afraid of much. Her city friends thought she was mad to pass half of each year in the bush with no electricity, no running water, and no telephone. She said she preferred the woods because there was less housework. You just swept the dirt out the door, and no one expected furniture polish. Or hats and gloves.

				Throughout that summer, the larger house was taking shape. Our father built it using only hand tools and some help from Adrien Denis. It was a board-and-batten structure that was quick to put up. It wasn’t insulated, though some of the inside walls were lined with knotty pine boards. The following year, he added a screened porch, essential for life in the woods, because of the mosquitoes and blackflies.
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				This house disappeared in 1970, having been replaced by a swanky summer home with a road leading to it. But though it has vanished, the house lives on in the Platonic world of forms. I drew this floor plan from memory, and from the clearer memories of my older brother, Harold.

				
					
						[image: A hand-drawn floor plan]
					

				

				I have only a dim memory of the Ottawa apartment of my first years—long and dark, smelling of floor wax—but I remember the Red Pine Point house quite clearly. The furniture in it—with the exception of the couch, the mattresses, and the canvas-backed deck chairs—was all made by our father. It wasn’t fine cabinet-making, but it had the supreme advantage of being cheap.

				I have my mother’s meticulous account book from that period, with every expenditure recorded, including boards and nails. Our parents didn’t spend much actual money. Our father, having grown up with even less actual money and a deep education in self-reliance, was of the opinion that you didn’t have to be rich to live a satisfying and comfortable life—satisfying meaning that you were pleased with your work and did it well, comfortable meaning that you were warm enough and dry enough, that you had enough to eat (plus tea), and that you weren’t being devoured by bears. Or blackflies and mosquitoes. Or anything else.

				Light was provided by flashlights, candles, and kerosene lamps. Heat was from wood stoves. Water came from the lake, or from a hand pump in the kitchen. There were two stoves in the house, a cookstove in the kitchen for boiling and baking—it had an oven—and a heating stove in the living area. In the morning both stoves would be lit if it was cold, and while our father cooked the breakfast, we kids could wrap ourselves in scratchy wool blankets and huddle near the living-area stove, waiting for the house to heat up enough so we could get dressed. It was cold a lot of the time—July and August were the only warm months, and even they could be chilly at night—so that is an early memory of mine: being cold.

				This is a map of the house and outbuildings, drawn by Harold.
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				“Camp” is the house. A shadowy, mossy pathway led to the outhouse, a thing of mystery by flashlight. There was also a woodshed, where the wood for the stoves was stacked, once the trees for it had been cut, sawn into lengths, split with an axe, and rested for a year. You had to let the firewood season: green wood was bad for burning. (Our father did all this woodwork in his spare time; similarly, his house-building and furniture construction, and his boat-building. Our rowboat was made by him.)

				We had a little ice house, built from the boards of the small cabin—once it had been demolished by “a wrecking bar,” says my brother—where ice cut during the winter was stored in sawdust to keep it from melting, so food could be kept cold during the summer. Once, in the discarded sawdust behind the ice house, I saw two remarkable alien-looking mushrooms—stinkhorns, and they did indeed stink—which I have never seen since. I didn’t make them up: my brother remembers them too.

				The structure labelled “Palisade” was a log backstop for archery practice. Arrows, both target and hunting, were made by hand. Our father and mother were excellent shots, and my brother—having skewered a ruffed grouse when he was merely ten—became a teenage virtuoso. (When I came to archery myself, I wasn’t good at it. Why did the arrows always land to the side of where I thought I was aiming them? The culprit was an undiagnosed astigmatism, linked with near-sightedness. Similarly with the .22 rifle. I understood the theory of both weapons, but was deficient in practice. This was discouraging.)

				Off to the side of the house my father hung a swing. One of my delights was being pushed on it while he whistled. What was he whistling? “The Shepherd’s Hymn” from Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, though naturally I didn’t know that. But the first time I heard it later, I recognized it immediately.

				On or near the dock were the canoes, in which we kids had to sit very still even if the rain was pouring down our backs; also the motorboat with a low-horsepower motor in which our father ran back and forth between the house and his lab, and the rowboat in which our mother used to take us on explorations—once, memorably, to a small island where there was a decaying deer, giving off a metallic smell. A graphic illustration of what dead meant. We had our picnic elsewhere.

				Periodically our mother rowed us to the tiny village about half a mile away to get the mail from the log structure by the government dock. A woman named Madame Delorme had a little shop in the front of her house from which she sold eggs and a few staples. She had a missing hand, a source of fascination to me, and when she wrapped up the packages, she would break the string by winding it around the stump of her arm. (What had happened to the hand? I never knew.) She would insist on giving us kids some butterscotch candies. This annoyed my mother—bad for our teeth—but politeness meant she couldn’t refuse them.

				To the north of our encampment, the trail that led to the lab and the village began. In the late afternoon our mother would take us to a large flat boulder beside an enigmatic object stuck into the ground. It had red paint and numbers on it. (It was a lot line marker, but who knew what those were?) We would sit on the boulder and wait for the sound of our father’s motorboat.

				Yes, here he came—how exciting! Our father never met a young child he wasn’t prepared to indulge, by playing a game, answering questions about the natural world, or teaching a practical skill, such as fire-lighting or the proper use of an edged tool. He’d had four younger siblings, so he came by his child-whispering talents through practice. Later, in Toronto, a young neighbour curious about a worm or a beetle would be sent by her mother to “ask Dr. Atwood, because he knows all about that.” Eventually the child said, “Is Dr. Atwood God?”

			

			
				Ottawa Winters and a Hurtling Chunk of Ice

				Every fall, once it got seriously cold and freeze-up began, we would go back to Ottawa to spend the winters. In Ottawa it snowed a lot. A lot! Wonderful for snow forts and snowball fights. We had a sled. Did we have a toboggan? Somebody did. I learned to skate on double-runner skates on the Rideau Canal, which froze very hard in those days.

				Early in 1941, I was standing in the doorway of our apartment building on Patterson Avenue with my mother and brother. Through the air came hurtling a chunk of ice. It hit me in the left eye. “You screamed for three days,” my mother would say with either pride (what lung power!) or resentment (what a racket!). The little boy who’d thrown the ice chunk was sent by his mother to apologize. “I’m sorry I hit Peggy in the eye,” he said. “I meant to hit Harold.” It’s useful to know that you’re sometimes receiving rage and anger intended for a different target. Ever since, I’ve had bad relationships with white objects flying toward me through the air. Snowballs or baseballs or tennis balls—I have an aversion to all of them. When any unpleasant thing comes flying at me unexpectedly—a bad review, a false rumour, a sudden death—I think, Ah. Another chunk of ice. And also: This hurts, but you can survive it.

				Ottawa: the smell of fresh-cut boards from a lumber yard. And the smell of the mud I would scoop up with a spoon. Smells were very important to me, and I had to be discouraged from saying, as we were ushered into homes we were visiting, “What’s that funny smell?” Quite often it was floor wax. I’m told that my brother and I once made some mud balls, took them to our second-floor apartment, and threw them out the window at an old man. How did we carry out this plan without being observed? The old man complained to the authorities, namely our mother, and we got a spanking. Spankings were rare events, “but I had to do something,” said our mother when recounting this episode.

				My brother started school in Ottawa. During the wartime years, boys of his age collected the cardboard tops from milk bottles—there were many different dairies, and milk came in glass bottles delivered by milkmen in horse-drawn wagons. The boys would stand their milk bottle tops up against a wall and other boys would roll theirs at the target. If you hit it, it was yours.

				We were sometimes taken by our mother to throw empty tin cans at a big cut-out picture of Hitler. It was a way of collecting tin cans needed for the war effort. Other items collected included rubber, cooking fat, and silver foil. I still have to think twice before discarding silver paper.

				

				—

				In April, up we would go to the woods again. Here we are in a 1943 photograph on a horse-drawn sledge piled with boxes and driven on top of the ice by a couple of “the boys from the village”—my father’s phrase. (In Nova Scotia, “boys” was a compliment.) The ice would have been very thick: climate change was not yet visible, or even considered.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of a group of people on a horse-drawn sledge, which is piled with boxes and being driven on top of ice]
					

				

				In the woods the food we ate was limited—partly due to wartime rationing, partly because there was no grocery store within easy reach. We had two gardens, each enclosed with a chicken-wire fence (skunks, deer, woodchucks). These were fertilized with horse manure brought from the winter lumbering camps, with a product called Vigoro, and with any vegetable scraps left over from meals. We didn’t have a compost heap proper (bears). Animal protein scraps were burned in the kitchen stove, as was fat (also bears). Tin cans were similarly burned, then flattened and buried in a hole (bears as well).

				We had fresh vegetables from the gardens during the late spring and summer. These included leaf lettuce (on special occasions, we kids could have “lettuce cigarettes,” rolled up with sugar inside), radishes, green onions, baby carrots, beets and beet greens, Swiss chard and spinach, and peas and beans. There were also scarlet runner beans and orange and red nasturtiums, for hummingbirds. We had wild blueberries when we could find them, and sometimes wild strawberries from the meadows around the lumber camps.

				Margaret did a lot of baking in the wood-stove oven: bread, pies, puddings, and cookies. Butter was rationed and anyway went rancid quickly, so Crisco—cheap, available, and practically indestructible—was the preferred shortening agent. Meats such as cured bacon and hard sausages had preservatives in them, so they were a good choice. We had pancakes, when there were eggs. (The less said about wartime dried eggs, the better.) There was a lot of oatmeal porridge, Cream of Wheat, and Red River Cereal, on which we were allowed to put a measured amount of brown sugar, as well as Carnation milk from a tin. Canned food included peas, Habitant pea soup, Spam—tasty when fried on a wood stove—and corned beef from Argentina that came in an odd pyramid-shaped can. Cheese could be kept for some time: macaroni and cheese was a favourite. Milk was either Carnation or rehydrated whole milk made from KLIM, a powder whose name was milk spelled backwards. This was mixed with water using a hand eggbeater, and always had lumps in it. We kids particularly relished the lumps because they were sweet. Also they squeaked.

				Then there were fish. These came from the lake, which had a lot of fish in it. If visitors came unexpectedly, our mother would just go down to the dock, cast in a line, and out would come a pickerel. (It might be a pike, but if so it would be flung back for being too bony.) When we kids were tiny, she’d sometimes hold a baby in one arm while fishing with the other.

				Our father trolled for lake trout in the deeper and colder parts of the lake. Sometimes we’d fish for bass in a group of small lakes known as the Bass Lakes, which also had perch in them. Perch were the first fish I caught: I’m five in this photo, holding a stringer of them, with an expression that might imply I felt sorry for them. I did not, but I didn’t like the fishy smell.
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				Our parents had made a deal about fish cleaning. Margaret was happy to catch fish, but she drew the line at gutting and scaling them. Carl, having fished on Nova Scotia’s Clyde River as a boy, was an expert at fish preparation, and took those jobs upon himself. Entrails were sunk in the lake for other fish or left for mink on a mink rock. You could tell it was a mink rock by the scat with tiny fish bones and bits of crayfish shell in it. Later, when I was nine, I learned to tie trout flies, and I still have a collection of clumsy and unconvincing hooked and varnished imitation insects. Later still—let’s say eleven—I was given my own handy belt knife, with a fish scaler on the back.

				Water for drinking came out of the hand pump in the kitchen. Water for dishwashing, and clothes washing, including baby diapers (in a zinc washtub, with a scrub board and Sunlight soap), was hauled up from the dock in pails and heated on the stove. Baths also took place in the zinc tub, but in cold months only; the rest of the time we took baths of a kind in the lake. We used Ivory soap because it floated.

				Ravens. Crows. Gulls that nested on rocks out in the lake. Merganser ducks. Blue jays and grey jays; our mother fed these last out of her hand, as she also fed chickadees. Nuthatches. Oven birds. Brown creepers. Owls, usually barred, sometimes screech or great horned. Several kinds of woodpecker: downy, hairy, pileated. Woodland warblers of many kinds, very loud in the spring.

				Moose, dangerous in mating season. Beaver, which built their lodges on the shores of the lake. Red squirrels. Chipmunks. Porcupines. Skunks. Groundhogs. Bears, in the vicinity, though we were never raided by any there, to my knowledge. Wolves, howling far away. Otters, rumoured to be around; foxes, ditto. Mink. Fishers. These were the obvious larger vertebrate life forms. Our father was an all-round naturalist, and identified birds by sound and animals by their footprints and scat. There was no facet of the natural world that didn’t interest him.

				Around the small bay to the north of our house lived a family called the Smiths. Dr. Smith was also a biologist, and was English. His wife, Margo, was a long-suffering woman, in our mother’s opinion. They had two children: Peggy and Pammie. I found their house quite wonderful—a log cabin, furnished the way an English person would think a log cabin in the Canadian forest ought to be furnished, complete with bearskin rug.

				Peggy was slightly younger than me. Once, when the whole family had come over to dinner—with the kids at the kids’ table and the grown-ups at the big table—she got top marks from my brother and me by pouring her bowl of soup onto her head. We laughed. Jerry Smith fumed. I expect our mother was gratified.

				A little trail ran between our house and the Smiths’, and we children used it for visits. What were the grown-ups thinking? They would probably be arrested now for letting such young children wander around in the woods unaccompanied. But we knew how to follow the axe-cut blazes, and we never got lost. Our progress wasn’t rapid: we might stop at a place where the water was shallow and there were flat rocks, under which there might be crayfish. Frogs—leopard frogs and green frogs—might be on offer. Leeches were also noteworthy, and decaying logs would be turned over to see what sorts of beetles or ants or worms or toads, or—most thrillingly—snakes or salamanders might be hiding underneath them. My brother was very fond of snakes, and when he was younger would take them to bed with him. Then they would get out in the night and creep into the warm ashes of the stove through the grate, and whoever lit the stove in the morning—Margaret, when Carl was away on a collecting expedition—would be greeted by an ash-covered snake. Eventually it was explained to my brother that snakes were happier outside.

				Many and various were the dwellers in damp and shadowy places. I expect that the nineteenth-century interest in botany and zoology, egged on by the invention of the microscope, had an influence on the kind of pulp science fiction that exploded so inventively in the early twentieth century, especially the kind with lizard men and many-tentacled extraterrestrials.

			

			
				Bedtime Stories and Bunny Cookies

				Margaret was not a hoverer. Her approach was to give out pencils and crayons and paper or sand and water and pieces of wood and let us develop our own projects while she got on with whatever else she was doing. She would admire our results but wouldn’t participate. She would also pretend to be bad at things, such as drawing; or maybe she really was bad at them. Any drawing would therefore have to be done by us. But when bedtime came around, she morphed into a dramatic reader. She would do all the voices, emphasize the scary parts, pause for effect—the whole actor’s bag of tricks. She would have been excellent on the radio. Four younger siblings, a couple of years as a grade-school teacher, and various church Young People’s amateur theatrical performances were in her background. She gave the same attention to the stories she told about real people—usually funny, usually about her family.

				For the bedtime story scenario, our father was part of the audience. He didn’t have much choice: it was a small house. But he was an active listener, and would laugh at the sly or amusing parts. As a result, my brother and I both became narrators, though of different kinds.

				

				—

				Doug and Edie Ross lived with us for a time. Doug was another biologist, a more junior one. He had a pipe, as many men did then. Edie was my idea of a fairy-tale princess, such as Snow White: very beautiful. My mother shocked me a few years later by saying that Edie’s mother hadn’t loved her. How could anyone not love Edie? And how could a mother not love her child? Wicked stepmothers I could understand, but wicked mothers? It didn’t seem possible.

				I have a picture of me, aged two plus, watching while Edie feeds an orphaned baby rabbit with an eyedropper. This may have been how my obsession with bunnies and rabbits began. I was particularly fascinated by the Easter Bunny. He was male—that much was clear—but he had a basketful of coloured eggs that he couldn’t have laid himself. Hens laid eggs, rabbits didn’t; but if they did, they would have be female rabbits. Was there a Mrs. Easter Bunny? Was there a concealed hen that nobody had seen fit to mention? It was a puzzle. “Why are there so many eggs in your writing?” I was asked at a literary event. I came out with something about the perfect form, the primal symbolism. But perhaps it goes back to Edie and the baby rabbit and the egg-carrying Easter Bunny.

				Or possibly the ur-influence was the bunny cookies. This story was a staple of my mother’s. She had to go to a tea party in Ottawa—not her favourite thing, as she had to put on a dress and a hat and make polite conversation with strangers—but the wives of junior government employees were expected to go to tea parties thrown by the wives of senior government employees. (Babysitters were an extravagance, which is how I got taken to the film of Henry V, with Laurence Olivier, when I was four or five. I am told I sat very still: no doubt I was baffled as well as petrified, as I had never seen a film before. But I remember the archery scene very well.) The senior tea-party wife, knowing there would be children, had supplied a plateful of cookies shaped like rabbits and decorated with icing sugar. I was given one bunny cookie. Wasn’t I going to eat it? I was asked. No, I said. I just wanted to talk to it. (My belief that I could communicate with inanimate objects—including, on occasion, certain people—persisted for years.) Meanwhile, my brother waited for his chance, made off with the rest of the plateful, ate all the cookies, and was sick later.

				The bunnies didn’t end there. I also had two stuffed rabbits: White Bunny and Blue Bunny. Blue Bunny was the inspiration for one of my first comics. But my favourite fetish toy was a bear called Bewgley. He was made of pre-synthetic plush, and his fur was soon worn thin. He had also lost both eyes; he had new eyes embroidered onto him by my mother. Next in line was a doll called Miss Snail. (I was fascinated by snails.) She had a hard painted head, and my brother and I did a brain operation on her to see what made her eyes open and close. We found out, but the back of her head couldn’t be glued back into place. Luckily, she had a bonnet. Was Miss Snail the inspiration for a much later story of mine called “Metempsychosis,” in which a snail suddenly finds itself inside the body of a woman who works in customer relations? It’s possible.

				The dolls and stuffed animals were often used to enact wars. They’d be arranged in two groups, and when the war broke out they would be thrown at each other. Once, my brother and I impersonated a swarm of bees, and chased several of the dolls over the rocks, buzzing angrily. This was one of the games we played away from grown-ups. Nor did we tell on each other, it being a rule of the house that our mother didn’t care who started it, but if we tattled, both of us would be punished equally.

				Another of my stuffed animals was a giraffe, covered with strange pink wartime oilcloth. Why was his name Squirrely? Search me. During a motorboat trip, Squirrely went overboard, and his absence wasn’t noticed in time for him to be rescued. Loss was experienced. Guilt was felt. Mourning took place. But the next spring, there was Squirrely, floating in the lake and not much the worse for his ordeal.

				Narratives could change. Disasters could be reversed. Redemption was possible. The dead could live again. Miracles could happen.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 4

			Mischiefland

			[image: ]

			In mid-1944, our father made another job transition. He was to head up a new Forest Insect Laboratory being built in Sault Ste. Marie by the Ontario Department of Lands and Forests and the federal Department of Agriculture. This meant moving us from northern Quebec in the summer and from Ottawa in the winter to “the Soo.” That first summer, we lived in a dilapidated rented cottage on the north shore of Lake Superior. I don’t remember much about this dwelling except that the inside walls were made of an intriguing soft fibre pressboard called TenTesT.
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			The cottage was at Point au Par, a local corruption of the name Pointe aux Pins, on the Saint Marys River, which drains Lake Superior into Lake Huron and is part of the U.S.–Canadian border. The river was treacherous there: the currents were strong and swimmers risked getting swept away, and the Great Lakes steamers passed very close to shore, making large waves. The steamers were headed for the Soo Locks, constructed in the nineteenth century by U.S. Army engineers to bypass the formidable Saint Marys rapids, a challenge to the early voyageurs; they were heavily guarded during the war, as Great Lakes shipping with its prairie grain bound for England was crucial.

			The cottage area was relatively settled. We had neighbours, one of whom—Polly Barber—taught me how to knit and crochet. My mother was uninterested in such skills. I, on the other hand, was delighted to be able to make one thing out of another. Scarves for teddy bears and skirts for miniature dolls became my staples. Another huge attraction at the Barbers’ was a toy bird that perched on the rim of a glass full of water: once its head was wet, it would dip up and down, appearing to drink from the glass.

			My brother was still very interested in snakes, of which there were many, though none were venomous (see photo this page). He collected them and kept them underneath an overturned zinc washtub. The snakes would escape, making their way into the neighbours’ yards and cottages. A delegation of skittish female snake-o-phobes was sent to my mother, asking her to demand that my brother cease and desist. Some people are less interested in science than others.

			One of our childhood activities was the manufacture of poison, made in a container stored underneath one of the cabins. We added various things, including every kind of inedible berry we could gather. My brother peed into it. It was probably quite poisonous by the time it had fermented for a while. We kept this lab experiment secret from the grown-ups, or so we believed. Both the poison and the snakes turned up in my writing: the poison in a short piece called “Making Poison,” the snakes in a kids’ book, Anna’s Pet.

			There was a small general store within walking distance, and we were allowed to go to it once in a while as a treat. This was an enchanted place. The smell of vanilla cookies. Creamsicles. Root beer. Rare pleasures.
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			—

			Once it got cold, we moved into the Soo proper. I remember the next year with great fondness. I was four in the fall of 1944, turning five in November. The war was, as they say, still raging, and wartime restrictions were very much with us, but the D-Day landings had taken place in June and the mood was optimistic. Did we have a radio? Yes. Were there transmissions from the BBC with wartime news? Yes. Wee-o-wee-o! (Sound of radio being tuned.) Dong, dong, dong, DONG; dong, dong, dong, DONG. (Big Ben.) This is London calling Noth Ameddica. Hyah is the BBC News. There would follow some violent but on the whole encouraging content: bombardments, landings, territory retaken. I understood very little of it, but I recall the flavour.

			We lived in a rented house on Pim Street, with a field of cabbages uphill from us. I suppose they were part of a Victory Garden; people planted those to help with the war effort. I felt the house was gigantic. It had three floors, including an attic room devoid of furniture where my brother and I set up some of our toys—mainly Tinkertoys, the archaic all-wood kind. I would wake up before everyone else, climb the steep stairs to the attic, and make constructions out of rods and spools and pieces of coloured cardboard, uninterrupted. What did I do during the daytimes, when my brother was at school? Not much I can remember. I recall sitting curled in an armchair beside the radio, which was playing swing music—“Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree (with Anyone Else but Me)” and, more confusingly, another which began “Mairzy doats and dozy doats.” I was sewing my bear—now quite bald from being loved—into a pink-flowered outfit from which, as it turned out, he has never escaped. When my brother came home from school, he was pedagogical, wishing to impart to me everything he had learned. “Peggy, stand in a circle,” had been his instruction after his first school day in Ottawa. Was it he who taught me to read? That’s one version. The other is that I taught myself because no one would read the “funny papers” (newspaper cartoon strips) out loud to me. No doubt it was a combination of the two.

			I have clear visual images of two objects I coveted then but never obtained: a translucent blue plastic shower curtain ring—this must have been among the first of what was to become a torrent of plastic objects in the 1950s—and a little tin box that contained silver-wrapped sore-throat lozenges called Sucrets. Did Sucrets sound like secrets? Why did I want these two things so much? Evidently they were numinous, in the way that some things are for children. But, as you can see, these longed-for objects are still with me, eighty years later, evoking a lost but luminous time.

			The downside was tonsilitis: not so luminous. All kids got it. My brother’s tonsils were actually disintegrating, so out they came: “a traumatic experience,” he comments. He was so ill that he missed several weeks of Grade Two. I had a milder case, though out mine came as well. But after a tonsillectomy you could have ginger ale, which at that time had real ginger in it.

			There was no kindergarten in the Soo that year—there were teacher shortages, possibly meaning that you could make better and less thankless money working in wartime industries—so my mother decided to send me to Miss Pickering’s dance class. Maybe she felt I needed to be exposed to other children in groups, especially girls: I’d had so little experience of them. What I knew of other children came mostly from my brother. When there were no boys around, I was the only available partner in crime, and the games we played were military and adventurous, so the ways of girls were alien to me. As for femininity, my mother, having been a tomboy all her life, was not a knowledgeable guide to frills and furbelows and buttons and bows, or to being afraid of mice. The upside was that I was never told that an activity was forbidden to me because I was a girl. If I wasn’t allowed to do something, it was because I was “too young.”

			Miss Pickering taught tap and ballet. In the spring there was a dance recital, put on for the long-suffering parents. The ballet section had a Dutch theme: Holland was a major theatre of Canadian Army operations during the war, and Queen Juliana and two of her children were living in Ottawa, having escaped the German invasion of the Netherlands in 1940. (If you’ve ever wondered why there are so many Dutch tulips in Ottawa every year, that’s why: they’re still sent by the Netherlands in gratitude.) For this ballet number we were dressed in Dutch outfits. We danced in pairs, each girl enacting half of a Dutch windmill by stretching her arms out straight and moving them up and down, while the partner moved her arms in the opposite direction.

			
				
					[image: A black and white photograph of two children dressed in Dutch outfits dancing in front of a garden]
				

			

			The tap number was more ambitious. We wore white sailor-suit dresses with naval trim, some red, some blue. Mine was red. (The mothers had to sew the outfits; my mother hated sewing, but she stepped up to the mark.) Three of us were the centrepiece, dancing to “Anchors Aweigh” on the tops of three large round wooden cheese boxes decorated to look like drums. All of this was very exciting. The adrenalin must have got to me, because I was told that if I didn’t behave myself and stop running around, I wouldn’t be allowed to dance. But I was the middle one of the three cheese-box superstars. How could they do without me?

			My brother was at the performance. I almost fell off the cheese-box drum but recovered in time, says he.

			

			—

			The imaginary worlds constructed by my brother and me unfolded over the next years. My brother’s heroes were gifted Rabbits; they had the heads of bunnies but the bodies of humans, and they wore clothes. They were featured in an ongoing series of adventure stories narrated to me, but also written down in little illustrated books that were sewn into their covers, and had title pages and sometimes lists of books “by the same author,” just like real books. The Rabbits lived on a planet called Bunnyland, which had a small satellite covered with blueberries that was attached to it with a chain. (It’s a good idea to always have a snack at hand.) They were at war with their enemies, the Foxes. A number of military weapons were employed, including aircraft, rocket ships, and guns and artillery of all kinds, meticulously drawn.

			The Rabbits were winning, but the fight had to go on. Many explosions were involved; my brother traded his silver, gold, and pink coloured pencils for some of my red, orange, and yellow ones, as he was running out of explosion material. A good trade for me, as I was drawing angels and princesses and they needed crowns and robes and sparkly puffy skirts: wardrobe items lacking in my own life. (“You had two summer dresses,” my mother said. “I’d wash one, you’d wear the other.” The rest of my summer clothes were overalls passed down from my brother, and “play suits”: one-pieces with shoulder straps and bloomer bottoms.)

			I had some rabbit superheroes as well: Steel Bunny and Dotty Bunny, and they could fly. (Superman must have penetrated our universe by then.) Steel Bunny had a flying cape with bars of steel across it, and Dotty had, logically, dots. I put both of them into the endpapers I drew for my 2011 book on science fiction and speculative fiction, In Other Worlds; there they live on, among the snails with human heads and the wolf-headed girl-chasers and the serpent-haired women hatching out of eggs.

			These rabbits, like my brother’s, were at war; but, judging from my illustrations, they weren’t entirely serious about it. They lived on a planet called Mischiefland; their main occupation was twirling around in the air, though occasionally they would shoot off an unconvincing bullet or two, smiling eerily while they did so. I evidently found Mischiefland more congenial than Bunnyland. It involved jokes and pranks, and on it there was a much lower chance of being killed.
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				On the North Shore of Lake Superior

				In the spring, in the real world, the actual war was coming to an end. VE Day—Victory in Europe—was May 8, 1945. I have a vague memory of the celebration in the Soo. I knew the occasion was important and a good thing, but I wasn’t sure why. As I recall, it was drizzling.

				Then it was off to the woods—to a different part of the great boreal forest. My father had acquired an undeveloped plot of land on the shore of Lake Superior, farther north than Point au Par, at place called Pointe des Chênes—“point of the oak trees,” named by French voyageurs long ago. There were indeed oak trees: that area has a microclimate, and many plants usually found only farther south grew there, such as poison ivy. Poison ivy was profoundly interesting to us: many were the ills you could get if you came in contact with it, so we took great care to avoid it.

				That the northern shoreline of Superior isn’t a barren desert was due to our father. The authorities had intended to clear-cut down to the shoreline, using the proceeds for the war effort. But my father, in his role as forest consultant, had told them that since shorelines were notoriously hard to regenerate it would take a very long time for any trees to grow back. Luckily, his advice was taken. I didn’t learn about this contribution of his until after his death, when one of his former colleagues wrote me a letter about it.

				Our family followed the same plan that my parents had first developed in northern Quebec: we would camp out—one tent for living in, another for food storage—while my father built a small cabin and an outhouse. (You haven’t lived the woodsy life unless you’ve thrown up a lot of blueberry pie into an outhouse, by flashlight, as happened to all of us on the same night.) After that, we would move into the cabin while my father built a larger house.

				But there was no road, so Carl set about making one. This meant cutting down trees with an axe and then blowing up the stumps with dynamite, an exciting procedure during which we had to crouch behind boulders or trees. Some of the fuses were a little too short, resulting in the rare spectacle of our father running. Part of the road was covered with crushed slag from the Soo steel mills. One length had to cross a sluggish creek. This was bridged with “corduroy”—logs set side by side, with planks laid on top of the logs for the car tires to run along. It was tricky going over this bridge, but at least the car didn’t sink up to the fenders in mud.

				

				—

				Our father had to go on an insect-collecting trip, but he managed to get the small cabin finished in time for us to move into it just before he left. It had two rooms: my brother and I slept in the back room; our parents in the front one, where there was a little heating stove. The cooking was done outside on a metal grill resting across the top of two piles of stones. Carl also stocked up the food supply so we could eat while he was gone. Some of it was in tins, but other items—such as tomatoes and potatoes—were laid out on boards. We were planning to move the food inside the cabin the next day, but a bear ruined that plan. It walked through the back of the food tent and either ate or destroyed almost everything—ripping packages open, wrenching the butter tins apart, gobbling up eggs, stepping on the tomatoes, and tossing aside anything unappealing. We woke up to a scene of waste and carnage.

				“Rats” was the closest our mother ever got to swearing. She pronounced this ominous word now. She went through the detritus and found some raw potatoes that had been scorned. She was boiling them over the campfire for our breakfast when down the path ambled the bear, coming to see if there was anything it had missed. Our mother picked up a broom, and, flourishing it, ran at the bear yelling, “Scat!” It scatted. Shrinking violet was not our mother’s style. (I add here that one of my brother’s first adventure stories began with the widowed mother of his Rabbit heroes. She had a treasure, and also a gun. “If any robbers come around here, I’ll fill ’em full of lead,” she stated. Let’s guess he’d been into the funny papers. Let’s also guess that he had a life model for the intrepid mother.) The night after the bear visit, my brother and I rigged up an alarm out of string and empty tin cans, hoping to be woken in the night by jangling so we could look out the window and see the culprit, but no luck.

				What did we do for food? Along the beach were some neighbours within walking distance, and they must have provided because we didn’t starve. Later, a neighbour named Mr. Carruthers shot the bear. A couple of years later, Tony Stolfa—a Polish friend from Toronto who’d escaped from both the Germans and the Russians during the war—shot another bear, using a shotgun loaded with birdshot: risky business. We kids watched the bear being skinned. (“I think Tony ate part of it,” says my brother.) A skinned bear does look like a man—one of the factors that played into folk tales about bearwalkers and shapeshifters. Our friend James, an enthusiastic boy, wanted to cut off the bear’s feet, hollow them out, and make them into bedroom slippers, but this plan was nixed by his parents.

				

				—

				That summer, my brother was almost killed by lightning. We were having a bonfire to burn waste wood and old cardboard boxes, dancing around it while singing, “Hitler’s house is burning down.” Then there was a severe thunderstorm. The storm passed, the sky cleared, and Harold went out of our little cabin to poke up the bonfire. There was a huge clap of thunder as a bolt of lightning shot past him, so close it knocked him down. My mother and I rushed outside. There was a smell of sulphur. We thought he was dead, but he was only stunned. Later we followed the track of the lightning: it had struck a dead tree back in the bush, and javelin-like splinters had been driven into the ground to the depth of a foot.

				In August we went picking blueberries. We kids were paid a cent a cup, but we weren’t yet mercenary enough for this to be meaningful, so after contributing one cup to the communal pail we mostly ate them. A lot of blueberries grew in a cut-over open area behind the treed shoreline, which might explain the bear: bears too like blueberries. When we had enough berries, our mother would make them into pies or preserve them in Crown mason jars, boiling the jars over the campfire in an oval canning kettle with a wooden rack at the bottom. My siblings and I still have the wooden canning rack. It’s now hanging on a wall as an Art Object.

				For expeditions, my brother and I walked along the wide sandy beach of Lake Superior to the lighthouse far in the distance, past a drainage ditch called “the Alligash,” through which brownish water drained into the lake. Then we skirted some impressive stands of poison ivy. Along the way, we beachcombed for things that the lake boats had tossed overboard. Wooden orange crates were especially prized: they could be used for shelves and other structures. We spent a lot of time in the lake: the shallow part in front of our beach was warmer than elsewhere, although the patches of weeds were mildly unpleasant to walk through. I only waded, since I couldn’t yet swim.

				

				—

				Behind the scenes, our father was preparing to relocate us again: he’d been headhunted by the Zoology Department at the University of Toronto. So, in the fall, with the back seat of the Studebaker piled high, everyone else in the front and me stuffed in among the luggage, we drove the six hundred miles down to Toronto. Our new house was on Haddington Avenue, in what was then the borderlands of the city. It’s now a venerable older area, but at that time it was barely settled, with large swaths of abandoned farmland covered with burdock and goldenrod and thistles: good places to hunt for voles.

				Ours was a potholed street lined with small postwar split-level houses: porch, living room and picture window at the front, dining room and kitchen, main bedroom over the garage, and the two kids’ bedrooms at the back. My bedroom was peach-coloured and smelled of paint: it was the brightest, cleanest place I’d ever lived. Outside my window was the weed-covered backyard, with crickets and singing grasshoppers. My parents never got around to cultivating it, since they were away too early to plant and came back too late to harvest.

				My first school was at the end of the street, a street that seemed very long. I was put into Grade One, where I found sitting still all day very tiring. I had a caterpillar in a shoebox for a pet, but, being a caterpillar, it didn’t last long. Harold was in Grade Three. He’d been a child who didn’t speak until he was two and a half, and then in complete sentences. His schoolteachers remarked that he never said much. (I gloss: He never said much to adults. He said quite a lot to me.) It was therefore a surprise when, at Christmastime, he was chosen to be the protagonist of the school play—a character called Old King Cole. The crown he wore made a big impression on me. It was red velvet, and had a border of white cotton wool with black spots painted on it, representing ermine.

				“I wonder why they picked you?” our mother asked him. He was so laconic.

				“Because I was the only one who could remember the lines,” was his reply.

				Since I already knew how to read, the teacher sent me around to read out loud to the other Grade Ones and the Grade Twos, to keep me from being too bored. I stood on a chair; my audience was attentive because as an act I was better than arithmetic workbooks.

				The book I read was a Little Golden Book titled The Lively Little Rabbit, and its every illustration and plot twist have stayed with me. The Lively Little Rabbit has a lot of siblings and pals, including a squirrel and an owl, but they are threatened by a mean old weasel who plans to eat them. What is to be done? The Lively Little Rabbit uses a hollow tree trunk to disguise all the rabbits and allies as a dragon, with tree branches for horns, and the weasel is so deceived by this ruse that he is frightened, falls down a hill, injures himself, acquires bandages and a crutch, and moves far, far away. Whereupon the rabbits have a party.

				Dressing up. Deception. Revenge. Celebration. My kind of book.

				Around this time I began to write. My first opus was Rhyming Cats, a collection of poems: a couple of them were rhymes I’d heard, the others original compositions. It was called “Rhyming Cats” because I was obsessed with cats but was not allowed to have one; in the woods, a cat would run away and be eaten by something. True enough. But a vacuum in my life.

				Cats already featured in many of my illustrations, sailing through the air with balloons attached to them. Balloons were another obsession: there hadn’t been any during the war, as all rubber was required for the war effort. When I had mumps, a next-door neighbour kindly brought me a balloon left over from the 1930s, but the rubber had degraded over the years and it burst as soon as it was inflated.

				The cover of Rhyming Cats didn’t have an airborne, balloon-powered cat on it but an ordinary one supplied with cat toys. However, I like to think that the flying cats were a deep influence on my much later graphic novel series Angel Catbird—expertly illustrated by Johnnie Christmas—done as a bird-conservation project with Nature Canada. Angel Catbird, the superhero, is an amalgam of owl, cat, and human being. He has no need of balloons: by the time I was in my seventies, I had progressed beyond a desire for them.

				My next creation was a puppet play called Ginty the Giant. The puppets were made of paper and were worked by threads, and the stage was an adapted cardboard box. This was a morality play. It featured a ghost—I was fond of ghosts as Hallowe’en was my favourite festival—an owl, the moon, and the title character, on whom the moon had fallen because he told a lie. It was quite a short play, and I’m sorry to say that the reviews—by my brother and his friends, and oral in nature—were dismissive.
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				Do we find, in Ginty the Giant, the beginnings of my interest in writing exposés of false narratives? Why not? Something has to explain it.

				Next came Annie the Ant, featuring the eponymous heroine and a narrative stratagem I don’t recommend. I began at the beginning: Annie is an egg (no plot), then a larva (no plot), and then a pupa (really no plot). Not until Annie becomes an adult ant with legs is any action possible. If you are an accomplished and subtle writer—such as Laurence Sterne, author of Tristram Shandy, in which the hero’s birth is not reached until Volume III—you can make this approach succeed. I, however, was not such a writer.

				In the last chapter, Annie saves a rabbit from being eaten by an eagle. Her reward is a warm feeling about having been of aid to another creature. It must be said that she displays a degree of altruism not usually observable in ants except in relation to other ants from their own nests. If you detect the origins of the overly helpful Ms. Fixit side of me here, you’d probably be right. (Moon in Aquarius. It can’t be helped.)

				Annie was such a hit with my reading audience—my parents—that I began a sequel, in which Annie is on a raft, being swept down a river toward more expansive adventures, but either imagination failed or I lost interest, or both. This was the first of several books that I have begun but never finished. It was bracing to have this experience early in life, and to learn an important writerly lesson: If the ant on the raft isn’t working for you, it’s okay to stop.

				In the spring of 1947, I felt it would be a good idea to organize some of my classmates into a parade. They were too young to find me odd, so they complied. The procession was to be called “The Spring Parade,” and we were to dress up for it. (Dressing up was probably the point.) I commandeered my mother’s silver-grey, white, and black cut-velvet evening cloak from the 1930s, a thing of beauty that now lived in the dress-up box and continued to give joy, much later, to my baby sister. I made a sign: Spring Parade. Peanut butter sandwiches were ordered up by me, and were produced by my exceptional mother. All this was very last minute. We kids paraded down the street through the mud and around the potholes in our splendiferous outfits. Then we ate the sandwiches.

				I have always liked parades.

			

			
				My Mother Leaves Me a Message

				After my mother died, I found something she’d left for me in her steamer trunk. Before she became nearly blind and bedridden, as she was for the last six years of her life, she’d done what the Swedish call “death cleaning”—clearing out your personal things so others won’t have to go through them. She’d got rid of a lot of letters—she and her sister Kae had burned their diaries the night before their double wedding, worse luck. She’d also thrown out many of the subsequent diaries she’d kept over the years, but a few were left. They were factual records of what she had done that day—“Carl away, walked to store”—and the weather—“Wet and windy.” She didn’t record her innermost thoughts and feelings—she was almost always private about those, although she did tell me once when she was going through a difficult period that she was “fed up,” and that in her next life she was going to be an archaeologist and travel around the world digging things up.

				She’d left a little white envelope in the steamer trunk, however, and in it a single diary page from 1946. On it she’d written that the school had suggested to her that I skip Grade Two, but she had decided it wouldn’t be good for me, as I would be too young for the group of other children I’d be placed with.

				Hidden knowledge, but she wanted me to have it. Why? I think it was her way of telling me that despite her hands-off parenting style and her reserve, she hadn’t been unaware, and had had my best interests at heart.

				Be careful what you destroy. In parallel, be careful what messages you leave behind. Who is the message for? Will the right one find it, and open the envelope, and understand the message, and have a moment of heartbreak and rare weepiness in among the old boots and shoes in the cellar?

				

				—

				For the two years we lived on Haddington Avenue in north Toronto, we commuted to Pointe des Chênes for the late springs, summers, and early falls. I sat in the back; my brother had to be in the front because he got carsick. I spent a lot of time watching the optical illusion of the telephone wires going up and down as we sped past them. We’d drive to North Bay and then west across to Sudbury, which had been so burnt-over by forest fires and chemicals generated from mining that it was all bare rock, and resembled the moon. It was a great source of interest to me and my brother, and, later, to astronauts training for the U.S. moon landings. We’d stay with the Savages—Dr. Savage was another biologist, and they and their two sons, Bob and Jim, had been visitors at the Quebec lab. Then we’d continue on through Blind River and Thessalon until we reached the Soo, and finally our shoreline cabin.

				Over the spring and summer of 1947, Carl built a large cottage—I can remember the floor being laid down, and the framing—and we moved into it. My brother and I each had a room, with a wall between that was open at the top. This was an opportunity: we constructed a walkie-talkie from two tin cans and a piece of string to allow us to exchange secret plans in the evenings, when we were supposed to be asleep. But the string, instead of being stretched tight horizontally, went over the top of the partition. This cut off the sound, and we had to shout. So much for our secret plans. “Pipe down, kids!” We found we could use the same string to exchange printed messages, which had a better chance of remaining undetected. You tied the paper on, then knocked discreetly on the wall as a signal for the other one to haul it over. But first you had to write it, in the dark. “Turn out the flashlights, kids!”

				One of my brother’s other projects was a mould laboratory that he set up back in the woods. I helped to provide the materials on which the moulds would be grown. We smuggled parts of our dinners away from the table, selectively—if we already had some meat growing fur, we didn’t bother with any more of it. The specimens were kept in jars and observed to see what colour of mould they would grow. Pink, orange, green, white, black, grey, and brown were all produced. Don’t knock it. Penicillin comes from mould.

				

				—

				Over the first summer at Pointe des Chênes we’d been fairly isolated, but then other people began to build cottages along the shoreline. Luckily, these families had children in our age range. To the left were the Prebbles—Dr. Prebble was another Soo biologist, and took over the insect lab after our father left. They had an animated, red-haired son named James, whose dog was called Jock. Jock was of a breed called “Heinz,” named after the ketchup brand and its “57 Varieties.” James quickly became my brother’s fast friend. To the left of the Prebbles were the Broughtons, who had two girls—Beverly and Barbara—around my age. Beyond them were the Carruthers, also with two girls, slightly older. On our right were the Daleys, who were originally American and who had two boys: Walden, who sometimes played with “the girls,” which was considered “mushy” by my brother, according to the journal he was keeping; and Ronnie, who was younger, fearless, and mischievous.

				I tested the patience of my mother once again by declaring that we girls were going to put on a dance recital—five cents to attend—and that she had to make the costumes for it. Which she did, out of crepe paper. Why did she indulge me in these impresario schemes of mine? Was it because they kept me occupied? If I was rehearsing some witless dance, or making little birchbark canoes to be filled with blueberries and sold—also for five cents—I wouldn’t be what she called “in her hair” or “under her feet.” Thus I can hardly complain about my creativity being stifled. Also, I suspect she found my creations funny, though she kept that to herself.

				Meanwhile, “the boys” would be engaged in schemes of their own. Find out that Ronnie is a spy! proclaimed my brother’s journal, meaning that he’d found this out. I asked him about this recently: In what way was Ronnie a spy? His reply: “I think Ronnie as a spy refers to his telling the grown-ups about our misdemeanours or secret meetings.” This is very likely. “Telling the grown-ups” was a flagrant violation of the code of childhood as it existed then. Being a child was much like being in prison: no matter what went on, you couldn’t tattle. Nor should you be a crybaby. Overt suffering showed weakness, and anyway, suffering was for others. No one would sympathize with you; they would be more likely to jeer. As our mother used to say, quoting Ella Wheeler Wilcox—though we didn’t know this, believing instead that she had thought it up herself: “Laugh, and the world laughs with you; / Weep, and you weep alone.” And stop whining and snivelling.

				As for our misdemeanours, they were minor. But sometimes they were major. For instance, we dug a tunnel in wet beach sand and got Ronnie to crawl into it because he was the smallest. The tunnel collapsed on top of him, almost smothering him. Luckily, James’s dog, Jock, helped to dig him out. James and Ronnie were as rambunctious as my brother, but Walden was of a different temperament. He proclaimed that I was his girlfriend—I had no choice in the matter—and he liked to climb up into our hammock and tell me about it. I was only his summer girlfriend; he had another girlfriend in the city. It’s the fate of summer girlfriends to have the perfections of winter girlfriends described to them. Of course, Lothario that he was, he was no doubt describing my own beauty and charm to the winter girlfriend. It would be interesting to know what became of him. Did he, for instance, get murdered? Or married to a cheating heart? Become a playboy, or a serial divorcé? Skip town, leaving no address? I took a picture: James, Harold, Walden, Barbara, Ronnie, Beverly.
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				At the end of each day, our gendered activities were abandoned and all the kids gathered on the beach to play group games of a moderately violent kind. Hide-and-seek, which involved trees and bushes, and for which Jock the dog had to be tied up or he would reveal the hiding place of James. (“He’s all right,” James said to my concerned mother. “I gave him a Chiclet.”) Red Rover, in which a person from one team was called over and tried to break through the linked arms of the other team. Relieve-O, which involved reaching a goal and freeing any members of your team imprisoned there, despite the other team’s efforts to stop you. Note: Dry sand is remarkably hard when you fall down on it.

				These activities took place on our beach and in our woods. Our parents had much more tolerance for rampaging kids than the other parents had, as they were both from large families. Sometimes our father would join in the beach activities, and would allow us to chase him around as he made sounds that were a blend of puffing and laughing—Wuff! Wuff! Wuff!—while the sun set and the change fell out of his pockets.

				When my brother decided it was time for me to learn to swim, he took me into Lake Superior above my depth and said he would hold me by the back of my bathing suit while I practised moving my arms and legs. He did this. Then he let go.

				Life lesson: It’s nice to be trusting, but don’t overdo it. Also: Learning to swim involves swallowing some water. But I did learn.

				

				—

				Carl, having discovered that a gas station was going to be built next to us on Haddington Avenue, sold our house and bought another one. It was closer to the university, in a “planned development” within an area called Bennington Heights, south of the Mount Pleasant Cemetery and east of the Don Valley. An architect had designed all the new houses and a contractor was building them. Then the latter went bankrupt and vanished with the remaining deposit money, leaving the houses unfinished. You can see that this would have posed problems, though not so much for our father, a carpenter himself. In mid-September, he drove into Toronto and camped out in the unfinished building, teaching at the university while, in his spare time, finishing the house, at least enough so we could move into it. The heating, plumbing, and electricity had already been done. But there were no finishing touches, such as light fixtures and switches. And there needed to be flooring. So our mother and the two of us kids stayed at Pointe des Chênes while the days got shorter and colder and the ferocious winter storms of Lake Superior began to rage. The other children were gone; the leaves fell; our mother held the fort, as she so often did. Soon it was Hallowe’en.

				My brother and I could not celebrate Hallowe’en in the usual way by dressing up and trick-or-treating, so we had to make do. We drew some demonic faces on cardboard and attached them to the tops of sticks, and ran around the outside of the house, poking the faces up above the window ledges and shouting “Boo!” The name for our artifacts was Boo Sticks. There was no one to frighten but our mother, and she did her best to rise to the occasion.

				When it became impossibly cold, we headed south and spent several weeks in a 1930s-era motel outside Toronto, since our house still wasn’t ready. My brother says the motel had a smelly outhouse. All outhouses were smelly up to a point, so this one must have been exceptional. I remember the general shoddiness of the interior: the dispirited linoleum on the floors, the faded curtains, the mustiness. The improvised meals, heavy on apple slices and cheese sandwiches. This is where I spent my eighth birthday. There’s a photo of me standing outside the door of the motel. My hands dangle below the sleeves of the embroidered woollen jacket I’m wearing, now too small for me. (Our clothes never fit us in the autumns, since we’d grown.) This jacket had been made for me by Edie Ross, she of the baby rabbit, and was thus a woollen memory of happier days.

				It sounds forlorn. It was forlorn. It gets more forlorn.

				But it’s all material. I coloured and scratched this photo (see this page) for the cover of my 2007 collection of poetry, The Door. Behind me in the picture is the mundane door of the cheap motel unit, but it’s a metaphorical door as well. The door to being eight? The door to the next chapter? The door to the unknown?
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			Chapter 5

			Cat’s Eye, The Prequel
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			At last we moved out of the smelly motel and into our new house in Toronto. It was on a little circular enclave called, optimistically, Garden Circle, though there weren’t any gardens in sight. The street was unpaved except for gravel, with a pile of mud in the middle where a central circle was proposed. Later this space was to sprout a tree.

			Mud was the general theme: muddy holes in the ground marked where houses would be; mud mixed with the gravel; mud all around the house, as it had no lawn; mud in our unfinished backyard. This mud was clay, which—with its dense consistency, compost-eating habits, and attractiveness to weeds—was to pose many problems for my gardening parents. Quite near us, in the Don Valley, a brickworks was still in operation; as an abandoned clay pit, it came in handy seventeen years later when I was writing The Edible Woman.

			At one side of Garden Circle was an undeveloped meadow, with several old apple and pear trees left over from a previous orchard. These trees were good for climbing, though the apples were stunted and wormy. The pears on the ground were usable if they hadn’t been mushed, and if the wasps hadn’t got to them first.

			Despite our father’s carpentry labours, our house still wasn’t finished. It had only the subflooring, not every closet had a door, and the walls weren’t painted. But it was functional. We didn’t have any furniture yet—it must have been in storage—so my brother and I slept on army surplus canvas camp cots that had a way of tipping over and spilling you out in the middle of the night. Carl was very big on army surplus.

			There was no school in our vicinity, so we were enrolled in Whitney Public School. Whitney was on the line between Moore Park, a middle-class area, and Rosedale, a royally rich one except for some workers’ cottages put up to service the mansions. We had all three kinds of children in the school: quite rich, middle, and poor. In the winters, a wheezy old school bus serviced our community, bumping along over the potholes of Moore Avenue and belching smoke out of its tailpipe. If it wasn’t too cold, we might choose to walk in order to avoid the nauseating exhaust fumes inside the bus. In the warmer months, there was no bus: walking was the only option. The walk—over a mile—was on a muddy gravel road that ended at a decaying wooden bridge. This crossed a ravine said to harbour unspecified “bad men,” then led along several quiet residential streets to the schoolyard.

			The schoolyard came in three sections. The first was the cinder-covered boys’ yard (soccer and fights). The second was the cement-surfaced girls’ yard (skipping and marbles; boys were allowed to join in the marbles because their marbles wouldn’t roll on cinders). The older girls also played an odd game called “We don’t stop for anybody,” in which lines of girls, arms linked, marched around bumping into people and shouting. (Was this early feminism? I don’t think so. Those bumped into were always other girls.) The third section was a bedraggled hill with a couple of mangy fir trees growing on it, where the older girls would congregate to gossip, sneer, and exclude one another. There was no “middle school” in that era, so the grades ran from One to Eight and the ages from six to thirteen.

			Snowball skirmishes—sometimes with rocks in the snowballs—went on between the boys of our Protestant school and the boys of a neighbouring Catholic school called Our Lady of Perpetual Help, known to our rowdier boys as Our Lady of Perpetual Hell. In 1947, schoolkids in that area hadn’t yet got around to race conflicts, partly because there were few kids who weren’t white: instead, they were still enacting the European religious wars of the early modern period: Catholics versus Protestants. Or maybe they just liked having snowball fights.

			The school itself was one of those high-ceilinged red-brick structures with clanking radiators typical of the early twentieth century. There were two doors for students, marked prominently Boys and Girls in Arts and Crafts lettering over the entrances. (What would happen to you if you went in the wrong gender of door? No one knew, but it was bound to be dire.) When it was time to enter—handbells were rung by teachers as the signal—we kids lined up in front of these doors, two by two. Then we marched in, no shoving or running, to our respective classrooms, where we sat down, two to a desk. Each desk was ancient, each had an inkwell, each classroom had a picture of King George VI and his consort, Queen Elizabeth, at the back. The flag we learned to draw was the Union Jack.

			Those of us for whom it was too far to go home at noon ate our paper-bag lunches in the cellar, sitting on benches. It was dark down there, with bare lightbulbs overhead and a smell of coal dust. We were issued chocolate milk fortified with vitamin D, in bottles, with straws. The straws were a plus: I didn’t usually get straws.

			The blackboards were made of slate, and were in fact black. You wrote on them with chalk: squeaky squeaky squeak. The writing was rubbed out with a felt blackboard eraser that got filled with chalk dust. It was considered a mark of distinction to be chosen to go outside into the schoolyard and whack the erasers together to get the chalk dust out of them.

			You did not speak or whisper in class. You put your hand up to go to the washroom. If you misbehaved, you might get sent to the principal’s office, where you could get “the strap,” which was made of flat rubber and used to whack your hands. Or you might have to stay in after school, where you would have to write out a hundred copies of anything from the multiplication tables to I will be good. Being kept in was a disgrace, and would mean that in winter you’d be walking home in the dark, alone. By today’s standards, a lot of this would qualify as child abuse, but at the time nobody thought twice about it. It was in this kind of classroom that I mastered the art of appearing to pay attention, eyes forward and mouth shut, while thinking about something else.

			I was in Grade Three, taught by a nice but otherwise unmemorable woman called Mrs. Cowan. But as it was December by the time we’d moved into the new Toronto house, then Christmas, then Easter, and then May when we took off again for Pointe des Chênes, I spent fewer than five months in school. My brother went to the same school, but, being in Grade Five, he was infinitely above me in social ranking. He played in the boys’ yard, so I didn’t see much of him. Anyway, it was mushy to have a younger sister, at least out in the open. We both knew that.

			I was elected treasurer of the class Red Cross Club—we saved up nickels and dimes to send to English children impacted by the war, and we collected our used clothing for the same purpose. Why my electoral triumph? Perhaps, being silent, I appeared dependable. Also, I knew how to add, so I could keep accurate records. No nickel was unaccounted for by me.

			I did get caught in a misdemeanour once. If you stood on a toilet seat in the girls’ washroom and put the end of a roll of toilet paper into the water and held down the flushing lever, you could get the whole roll of toilet paper to unspool and vanish. Luckily, the teacher who discovered me doing this was mild Miss Dove. She was the kind of teacher who always had a train of little girls following her around at recess, taking turns to hold her hand.

			I received a lot of valentines on Valentine’s Day, but so did everyone. We cut the valentines out of books of them, stuck them into envelopes with the person’s name printed on it, and mailed them into a cardboard box decorated with paper doilies and hearts. Then several children designated as postpersons delivered the valentines to the proper desks. In the early spring, I acquired a boyfriend, whose name was Jamie—a nice, good-looking boy who came over a couple of times to play with me in the gaping hole beside our yard where there would soon be a house, and who sent me a postcard in the summer: I love you, I love you, I love you. Jamie. What to make of this? Not for the last time, I was a cold and unsatisfactory girlfriend. (My mother thought it was pretty funny, though. Over the coming years, she was often to refer to eight-year-old Jamie’s postcard. If he’s still alive and reading this, I hope I haven’t embarrassed him.)

			

			—

			I knew only one girl in my class, whose name was Cathy and who lived in my neighbourhood. She was on the same school bus, and/or took the same walk to and from Whitney Public School that I did. She was an inoffensive creature whose house had wall-to-wall broadloom—a novelty to me. We played “skipping,” with incomprehensible but vaguely sinister singing rhymes involving robbers and voting; or we played “ball,” in which a ball was thrown up against a wall and caught, or missed, to the rhythm of a monotonous chant to which various motions were performed. “Ordinary, moving, laughing, talking, one hand, the other hand…” It ended with “roundabout,” for which you had to twirl all the way around and then catch the ball on its rebound. We also played “paper dolls,” which involved dressing cardboard cut-outs of pretty women in their underwear in fancy outfits from an earlier era, or perhaps from an imaginary place such as Hollywood. I had never seen anyone wearing clothes like that.

			These games were new to me. They seemed tame in comparison with the vigorous and sometimes out-of-control activities of my brother and his friends. By this time, Harold had a large collection of comic books, and his boy pals would come over on Saturday mornings to read them. Superman and Batman were regulars, but so were more exotic creatures such as the Sub-Mariner, the Human Torch and Toro, and, my favourite, Plastic Man. Plastic Man told jokes and could disguise himself as furniture, then catch criminals with his elastic-band arms. When not reading comics, the boys were running around outside the house pretending to be cops and robbers while shooting one another. “Bang bang, you’re dead!” “No, I’m not!” “Yes, you are! You bit the dust!” and “Cheaters never prosper.” Another childhood untruth: Cheaters do prosper if they are good enough at cheating.

			How could the slinky 1940s evening gowns of Hedy Lamarr, cut out and stuck with folding tabs to her lingerie-clad image, possibly compete with blood, crime, and the thrill of the chase? They could not. But “paper dolls” was the sort of game Cathy wanted to play.

			A third girl was soon added. Muriel was in Grade Four, so had seniority. The game she preferred was even more tedious than paper dolls. It was “school,” with the aid of a toy blackboard and herself as the teacher. This game took place in her cellar, among the items of the family wash drying on the indoor clothesline. Like the cellar of our real school, her cellar smelled of coal dust. Wasn’t official school boring enough for Muriel? It seemed not. But in the game she held a position of power: because she was the teacher, we had to do what she said.

			In those months when it was still light out after supper, we played mixed-gender games, such as baseball and tag. “Don’t come back until dark,” we’d be told. Sometimes there would be excursions to forbidden places: to the partially finished houses on a street west of us, where we would clamber up to the rafters and walk along the joists; or else into the sinister ravine, where we would run through the large off-limits storm sewer pipes that punctuated the creek. This ravine was not yet a manicured recreational area with walking trails and signs. It was wild and weedy and unkempt, a place where people discarded their old cars and dumped their garbage. You never knew what you might find down there.

			The only other semi-noteworthy thing that happened in Grade Three was that I won second prize in the doll-dressing contest at a children’s carnival event called “Mayfair.” It was good practice to have won second prize for the plain, dark blue, but well-made outfit I had sewn. In the land of literature I was to enter much later, there were at first only a few prizes, but then they spawned and there were many, so my chances of both winning and not winning one of them proliferated. (How to not win a prize: Smile graciously. Say you weren’t expecting to win anyway. Congratulate the winner. Console the publisher. Deal with the schadenfreude of your fellow writers, who would have secretly hated you if you had won.)

			Our family left Toronto for the north before the end of term, so I missed whatever celebrations there might have been. Pieces of cake? Straws? Perhaps nothing. I do appear in the class picture, however, with a cardigan, a little skirt, wrinkly wool stockings, and the ever-present hairbow topping my ringlets. I am smiling. So, on the whole, it couldn’t have been too bad.

			
				Grade Four, the Unlucky Number

				In the fall we were back in Toronto, having spent another summer running around, swimming, and playing uproarious group games at Pointe des Chênes. By this time, our house had real floors: hardwood in the living/dining area that needed to be polished with floor wax and a weighted brush, electric floor polishers not yet being widely available and urethane-coated boards being unheard of. Tiles everywhere else, all of them laid down by Carl. Built-in bookcases and a built-in desk in the living room whose writing surface folded down, also made by him. Some of our familiar furniture, such as beds and a chesterfield. Most of the walls had been painted: parental labour. A house had now arisen on the hole in the ground next door, though new holes in the ground had been dug on other lots. Lawns had appeared on top of the mud. Skunks would cut the sod into neat squares during the night and roll these up like miniature rugs to enable them to get at the white grubs underneath, and in the morning we would roll the squares flat again.

				Our parents had begun preliminary work on an enormous vegetable garden. Carl had not bought a single housing lot, but a lot and a half. Being from a small-time farming background, he was always interested in acquiring more land. A vast array of vegetables was to come out of this garden in later years, many more vegetables than we could eat ourselves. Our father would make the rounds, gifting tomatoes and giant cabbages to the bemused neighbours. In this early stage, however, the garden produced an impressive crop of couch grass, enormous dandelions, and burdocks, as we weren’t there to tend it in growing season.

				I was now in Grade Four. Ever since that time, I have agreed with the Chinese that four is an unlucky number. In Chinese pronunciation it is close to death, and in my case that wouldn’t be too wrong.

				The Grade Four teacher was a forbidding person called Miss Langley. She was dour and frowny, and ruled through fear. She had glinting rimless glasses, plus whiskers. As I have given a fairly thorough description of her in my novel Cat’s Eye, where she is called “Miss Lumley,” I won’t add further details. It’s true that I was terrified of the bloomers she was said to wear under her clothing in winter. I never saw these laughable but somehow threatening bloomers myself. Nonetheless, they were scary: If I became an adult woman, would I be fated to wear such bloomers?

				Two other things had changed since Grade Three. First, I was going to Sunday school, out of my own volition: I wanted to see what church was about, as it seemed to be connected with Christmas and Hallowe’en and the Easter Bunny. My parents were against my church-going: they didn’t think children should be indoctrinated by religions, having been indoctrinated by religions themselves. But they reluctantly gave their permission. Anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to have some knowledge of the Bible, an important world classic, said my father. In fact, my Biblical knowledge came in handy later, as it’s difficult to study English Literature from Anglo-Saxon to T.S. Eliot without a grasp of the foundational stories. And, of course, Gilead in The Handmaid’s Tale purports to be Bible-based.

				The Sunday-school invitation came from Muriel and initially seemed to be a mark of her favour, though I expect her parents were behind it: they saw me as a pagan, and thus a potential convert. The class I attended was the United Church Sunday School, and I won a Bible for memorizing psalms, and a rather awful missionary novel for an illustrated essay on temperance. (Here is the gist of my essay: You shouldn’t drink because if you do drink and then fall over in the snow you stand an increased chance of freezing to death due to the enlarged capillaries in your nose.)

				The second change in this year was the addition of a fourth girl to our trio. Now I come to an unhappy part of the story. It is, as they say, complex. It has to do with my failure to understand the unpredictable, oblique, underhanded, and Byzantine nature of the power politics practised by nine- and ten-year-old girls. I’d had little experience of their ways, and, never having been lied to much, I generally believed what people told me and wasn’t used to questioning their ulterior motives. I was also on the young side of children in Grade Four, as I had a November birthday.

				The new girl, whose name was Sandra, was in Grade Five, as was Muriel. Sandra was on the older side of the Grade Fivers, since her birthday was in February. (The dividing line was December 31.) Through Muriel, whom she appropriated, she was shortly a member of our group: the dominant member. I, being the youngest and most naive, was soon cast as the scapegoat.

				While discussing my novel Cat’s Eye when it first appeared, I was evasive. Was the novel based on my own personal experience? Well, I would say, judging from the large number of letters from many different countries relating similar and worse experiences, it would appear to have reflected universals. This was true. Letters poured in, from erstwhile children, from their siblings, from their parents: accounts of lifelong trauma inflicted by girls on other girls, men saying they’d never understood until now what was going on among the girls in Grade Four, despairing parents wondering what to do about the misery being inflicted on their girl by other girls. When I did public book signings, some women would break down in tears while thanking me for writing the book.

				“You knew a Cordelia,” I would say. Yes. They had.

				But despite its universality, it was true that parts of the novel were autobiographical. I avoided saying so then because the chief perp was still alive: she’d become a teenage friend and we’d kept in touch. But now, she and her immediate family are all dead. While writing the novel, I came to realize that she was a damaged person, that she was a lot unhappier than I’d ever been, and that she would be hurt if I identified her. Did she even remember what she had done to me? In some way, probably; though for her it had been a sort of game. For me, on the other hand, it had been serious.

				Anyone who thinks that females are perfect, that girls are nicer, that every sadistic thing girls and women do is the fault of “the patriarchy,” has either forgotten a lot or never been a nine-year-old girl at school. The desire for power is a human constant, though the ways of demonstrating this desire change according to circumstances.

				“Were there mean girls when you were growing up?” I asked my mother, much later.

				There had been. She detailed some of their behaviour.

				“Weren’t you upset?”

				“I ignored them,” she replied. This technique would have been useful to me in Grade Four.

				Sandra was an imaginative child: imagination is a plus in torturers. The techniques she employed were many and varied; you had to admire her inventiveness. I now understand that she herself had been the target of her oldest sister, who had resented the advent of a third child and had been relentlessly cruel to her. I think she was simply passing on to me in another form what had in fact been inflicted on her. But that knowledge was not with me when I was nine.

				If we’d been playing boys’ rules, I would have known what to do. If someone called you a name, you called them a worse one. If someone hit you, you hit them back. If you didn’t do that, you were a sissy. Grown men can be as Machiavellian as nine-year-old girls, but boys haven’t quite learned how. Our mother had a rule against physical fighting—with just the two of us and me three years younger, I would always have been on the losing end. So when my brother went off to school for the first time, he obeyed the “no fighting” rule and came home covered in blood. Our mother then told him he was allowed to defend himself. He went back to school the next day and beat the crap out of his attackers.

				Boys’ rules of those times: Conflicts were out in the open. They were usually settled physically. There was a stable hierarchy established. The rules were known, and thus there were clear procedures to be followed. Your friends were your friends and your enemies were your enemies. You didn’t pick on the younger and weaker because that was cowardly; or such was the theory.

				This was not the form Sandra’s bid for power took. Instead, it came in the guise of a desire to help me. She and the other two were my friends. In order to improve me—for I needed much improving, it seemed—they would have to punish me in various ways. I must be left in the snow, I must be buried in a hole, I must be reprimanded and ordered not to smirk. This was for my own good. Cathy, who was in my school class, was recruited as a spy: she was to report my every move, which she did—no doubt for fear of being put in my position herself. Muriel played the part of the self-righteous bystander—the kind of person who would have felt that I was getting what I deserved, which was, after all, what God did to bad people in the Bible. At Sunday school, she too was a spy.

				Sandra was the instigator. How could I object to this kindly meant program that was for my benefit? Look at all the trouble they were taking to correct my deficiencies! I walked funny, I talked funny—I did in fact have a hybrid accent, part Nova Scotian. My hair was funny, especially the hairbow; I looked funny. All that would have to change! But none of the efforts I made to comply were good enough. I would have to try harder. The joke was that there was nothing I could have done that would ever have been sufficient. What fun they must have had! “What can we get her to do next?”

				Some days were normal, as if nothing was happening. The bad days were arbitrary and unpredictable. There was no consistency. Reading, much later, about the 1789 mutiny on the British ship the Bounty, I came across the theory that it was Captain Bligh’s inconsistency that led to the mutiny. If he had been all kind or all cruel, with clear rules, the men would at least have known what to expect. But when there are no rules, there is no satisfactory way to act. Governance simply by the whim of the governor can drive people crazy. The girls’ whole scheme was kept secret from others. Anyone else in the class wouldn’t have been aware of what was going on, and of course the “no telling” rule was sacrosanct.

				I got a job: wheeling the next-door neighbour’s baby around for an hour every day after school. This sounds bonkers—who today would put a nine-year-old in charge of a seven-month-old baby?—but the baby was warmly wrapped up, the streets were secluded, and no one was going to run over us. With my earnings, and with the help of my father, I opened a bank account. It was never too early to learn the ways of financial self-sufficiency, in his opinion. On the plus side, this job gave me an excuse not to play with the fatal trio of my pretended friends. On the minus side, they knew where to find me. Many were the mistakes I was told I was committing. Nor could I flee: I could not abandon Baby David, and if I didn’t spend the whole hour outside, I wouldn’t get paid.

				I became more and more nervous and depressed. I took to peeling the skin off my feet, chewing the ends of my hair, pushing out my uneven tooth, pulling off the cuticles on my fingers. My mother noticed that something was wrong and guessed who was at the bottom of it, especially when the three of them would appear at the door and ask sweetly if I could come out to play and I wouldn’t seem eager. But if I didn’t go, other and worse punishments would be in store for me later.

				“You don’t need to play with them,” my mother told me. Nowadays she would probably have phoned the other mothers, but in those times it was believed that children should fight their own battles. They needed to develop their backbones. They needed to stand up for themselves.

				“But they’re my friends,” I said. I still believed that.

				I retain a woebegone red five-year diary with a lock on it from that period. All I’d recorded in it were good days and bad days. Nothing else was worthy of being written down.

				

				—

				I did have some temporary escapes: places where there were no spies, where there were different friends, or where there were other things to occupy my mind.

				One of these was “The Building”: the old liver-coloured Zoology Building at the University of Toronto where our father worked. It had creaky, worn hardwood floors that smelled of Dustbane, a pine-scented powdery sweeping compound sprinkled on the floors and then swept up. In the cellar it stank of experimental mice. On the upper floors there were pickled snakes, terrariums where turtles crept around, and poisonous white cockroaches from Africa. Also long rooms with rows of copper microscopes. From one of these rooms we could watch the Santa Claus Parade going past on University Avenue.

				I attended the Saturday Club for children at the Royal Ontario Museum, at which we would have ancient items explained to us as we sat on folding canvas stools. Then we would make artworks inspired by the objects. The best part of this came after the class was over, when my friend Meg Graham and I would run all over the museum after it was closed, making a beeline, always, for the Egyptian mummies. Meg’s father was an archaeologist with the museum, and we had time to kill before he was ready to drive us home. Did my knowledge of the museum later make it into a novel? Yes, it did: Life Before Man, 1979.

				A footnote: Meg’s parents were unusually tall, as were Meg’s older sister and her younger brother, Bobbie, and Meg herself. My mother and Mrs. Graham were friends, and, as mothers did, Mrs. Graham offered Meg’s outgrown clothes to my mother for me to wear. My mother, never one to pass up the chance to pinch a penny, accepted. But the clothes of Meg that would fit me were from when Meg was six. They were far too young for me at nine and ten: little pastel pinafore numbers with high yokes and frills, plaid items with apron fronts and shoulder straps. My mother, with her usual indifference to fashion, didn’t notice the clothing age gap.

				For years, as an adult, I had bad dreams about clothes. My closet would be filled with clothing that was supposed to be mine but wasn’t. This was deeply unsettling for the dreaming me. Where was I, who was I, whose clothes were these, and where were my real clothes? It was what I imagine Alzheimer’s to be like: lost in your own life.

				I had also joined the Deer Park branch of the Toronto Public Library—a streetcar trip and a long walk from our house. I had a treasured library card, and was borrowing everything I could get my hands on. The collected and unexpurgated Grimms’ Fairy Tales, with an introduction by Padraic Colum, had come into our house by mail order—I’m not sure our parents knew there would be so many gouged-out eyeballs and dismembered bodies in it—and I was pleased by the evil stepsisters and the treacherous female companions and their defeat. At the library, I read my way through all the Andrew Lang folk-tale collections, and was shortly to progress to the collected works of Edgar Allan Poe—not suitable for children, though allowed then because there wasn’t any sex in Poe, except possibly some necrophilia. I read Hans Christian Andersen’s sad and frightening tales; I read the E. Nesbit books, and the usual children’s classics of the time, such as Treasure Island and Peter Pan. I read Mary Poppins too, but no magic person came down out of the clouds to help me out.

				The closest I could get to a magic person was the leader of the Brownie pack I joined. Her name was Brown Owl. She had a real name, but I didn’t know what it was. (She exists in all her glory in Lady Oracle.) Brownies at that time was a strange organization in which the girls were divided into groups named after different kinds of fairies—pixies, elves, and gnomes were the groups in our outfit. We began each session by dancing around a cardboard mushroom with a papier-mâché owl on top of it. We made sounds like owls: “Tu-whit, tu-whit, tu-whoo-oo!” We had slogans and passwords, and made the Brownie promise: “I promise to do my best, to do my duty to God and the King, to help other people every day, especially those at home.” We could complete projects and win badges. I liked the badge part: as against Sandra’s relentless criticism of my self and worth, Brownie badges were an affirmation.

				Brown Owl saved up all the little booklets I made in connection with badge-winning. When both of us were much older, I met her again: her name was Katie Firstbrook, she was the aunt of a friend of mine, and by that time she was in her nineties. We all had tea. “I think you should have these,” she said to me, and returned my nine-year-old’s artwork. My first reader, then, apart from my parents. So, a magic person after all.

				After much longing, I also had a cat: a school friend’s cat had kittens, and my parents relented. Perhaps they divined that I needed a faithful friend. I named her Perky, short for Percolator. I was devoted to Perky, and she returned this devotion in cat fashion. She had her kittens in the doll bed in my closet, went in and out through my window, and brought me presents of dead birds and mice, and, on one occasion, a live rabbit that got away from her. There was a frantic midnight chase. I caught the rabbit and put it in a shoebox so it could recover, but it died of shock anyway.

				My father, having grown up on a farm, believed that a cat’s place was in the barn, but even he had to admit that Perky was remarkably intelligent for a cat. She couldn’t come to the woods with us, but our next-door neighbour, Rhea, said she would keep an eye on her during the summer months. Perky could fend for herself outside. This was long before anyone had considered the massive loss of birds to feral and domestic cats, and before spaying and indoor cats had become the desired norm. One day while we were away, Rhea was having a garden tea party, with the guests seated outside around her low patio table. As part of the refreshments, there was a plate of stuffed dates. Perky, in gratitude for Rhea’s care, brought a small, well-licked dead mouse, and when no one was looking she added it to the selection of stuffed dates, which it resembled in its size and slippery, damp texture.

				Into a mouth went the mouse. Out it came again. Screams. Disruption. Drama.

				Clever cat.

				

				—

				One morning I got up to find our mother gone and a pile of blood-soaked sheets in the hallway. Something horrible had happened, but what? Explanations from our father were evasive. Margaret had become ill (with what?), was at the hospital (that much was believable), and would be back soon (dubious). She did appear briefly, but then went “home” to Nova Scotia for a couple of weeks to grieve and be comforted. Our father struggled on as best he could. Breakfasts and short-order cooking were within his skill set, but when it came to doing my ringlets with what our mother called “his stubby little fingers”—as opposed to her long, elegant, and ringlet-adapted ones—I’m afraid he got an F.

				Our mother did reappear, looking wan and smiling bravely, and we had to pretend that she was fine and that nothing had happened. What had happened? It took me a while to figure out that she had “lost a baby.” I found one eloquent knitted baby sock—pale green in colour—when looking for wool. How did one lose a baby? Not like losing the house keys: much more dangerous and blood-soaked. Where had such a baby gone? Much later, she told me that there had been another lost baby between my brother and me. Background sadness.

				If you trace in this event the origins of a similar scene in Alias Grace and also one in The Blind Assassin, you would be right.

			

			
				Nothing but a Pack of Cards

				In the summer we were back at Pointe des Chênes and I could return to my previous self, discarding the anxious and depressed person I had been during the school year as if she’d never existed. But I knew she’d be there waiting for me in the fall, along with the familiar feelings of dread. And she was. Though not as intensely.

				That September, I started in Grade Five. Our teacher, Miss MacLeod, wore lace collars and cameo brooches, had elegant white hair, and was a highly eccentric original. The students loved her, despite the fact she was a dead shot with a piece of chalk. She made her own hand lotion, which she doled out to the girls. She also made tea in the afternoons—lacing it, I suspect, with a dollop of Scotch—and sent cups of it around, via her students, to the other teachers on our floor. She got away with a lot, and so did we.

				Other things were also different. I was no longer eight going on nine, I was nine going on ten. I was less naive, and was beginning to recognize that the whole elaborate setup—my supposed need for improvement, the desire of my Job’s comforters to help me—was fake. Today it would be called “gaslighting,” but that word hadn’t yet entered the lexicon.

				I can remember clearly the moment when the bluff was called. I turned away from the route to and from school—a walk that had typically been employed by Sandra in thinking up new punishments for me—and went off to play with a different girl.

				“Come back here at once!” the fatal three called out to me. But I didn’t come back, then or ever. I could ignore them. I could have a different life. I think of this as an Alice in Wonderland moment. At the end of the story, Alice stands up and defies her tormentor. “ ‘Who cares for you?’ said Alice. ‘You’re nothing but a pack of cards!’ ” And the spell is broken.

				Ever since, I have never believed anyone who has tried to improve me by saying, “I’m telling you this for your own good.” They aren’t. They’re telling me for their own satisfaction. If you need a person to improve, look elsewhere.

				In the drama that had been going on, the threesome had cast themselves as the heroes, the champions of reform, and I had been given the role of the monster, a monster that—due to its monstrosities—needed to be subdued and altered. But there’s a familiar saying about heroes and monsters: “The hero needs the monster, but the monster does not need the hero.” Quite the reverse: the monster can do without the hero very well. The plus side to being a monster is that you don’t need to care. If those are the only two roles on offer, I’ll take the monster.

				There’s a set of emotions familiar to anyone who has been the victim of a con artist. First, anger at the perpetrators. Why have they been so mean? But also anger at oneself: Why have you been so stupid? You ought to have figured it out sooner. Also again: Being conned has been a violation of your trust, and trust is a thing you will never extend so easily again. Possibly you will never entirely trust anyone. You will be endlessly wondering about hidden motives and secret agendas. You will know that there are likely to be at least two stories: the one you’re being told, and the other one.

				You might become a detective. You might become a con artist yourself. Or, a blend of the two: you might become a novelist.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 6

			Hallowe’en Baby

			[image: ]

			For the summer of 1950, we didn’t return to Pointe des Chênes. Our father had sold our house there and was planning yet another relocation; so, although we didn’t know it, we were never to see our Lake Superior cottage and our gang of friends again. Why had he done this? He’d discovered that there was a plan to put an airport right behind where we’d been living. We spent some of the summer at a place called Cedar Lake, near the Manitoba border—it was a larger Forest Insect Laboratory. An abandoned trapper’s cabin contained a mouldy jar of jam and two paperback novels: Taps for Private Tussie and Ruggles of Red Gap. My brother and I both read them, and can both remember them some seventy-odd years later. Amazing what sticks in your mind.

			We also went back to our original northern Quebec lake, though not to our beloved house on Red Pine Point. We were seven miles down the lake, tenting at a location where our father intended, once again, to build a small cabin, and to live in it while a bigger house was being constructed. He was ambitious this time: both houses were to be sided with logs, not board-and-batten. This would take longer but would be the fulfillment of a long-time dream of his. Meanwhile, we slept in tents, cooked on a stone fireplace, and ate at an outdoor table he’d hastily nailed together. Tents were still heavy and made of canvas; it was fatal to touch the roof during a rainstorm, as it would cause a leak. (This arcane knowledge is no longer of use, but I add it here for the benefit of future archaeologists.)

			The small cabin went up quickly: the logs were vertical, and therefore much shorter and lighter than the horizontal ones he had in mind for the bigger house. They were Jack pine, peeled with a drawknife and caulked with oakum, a tarry fibre that was stuffed between the logs and pounded in tight using a wooden chisel-shaped tool and a mallet. This caulking was a task suitable for children: I did a lot of it. And other tasks. Here’s a photo of my father and me nailing on the roof.

			
				
					[image: A black and white photograph of the author, along with her father, nailing down a cabin roof]
				

			

			The cabin was on a sandy point, with a beautiful view of the lake, in a spot where no one else was likely to put up a building nearby. It was not on the main part of the lake, so the motorboat traffic of the future—anticipated by Carl—would not be as annoying. Nonetheless, over the following decades my sister and I have both had recurring nightmares in which something—a mansion, a high-rise, a town—has sprung up right next to us.

			Carl also built an outhouse of logs. My brother and I were given the task of digging the hole. One of us dug, the other hauled the dirt up in a pail. Creatures would fall into the hole during the night—mice, toads—so our first job every morning was moving them up to the surface, dead or alive. We were lucky no porcupines fell in.

			The hole was on top of a sandy hill, so the digging was easy. Down, down, down we went. Nobody told us to stop until we’d excavated a cave worthy of King Solomon’s mines. It made for a long drop, and we were very pleased with it.

			

			—

			At last, in the autumn of 1950, the new school being built in our Bennington Heights subdivision was finished. The long bungaloid structure of yellow brick had gleaming hallways and big windows. Its opening ceremony was attended by dignitaries including Dana Porter, the provincial minister of education and father of my future friend Julian Porter. I was the student speaker.

			
				
					[image: A black and white photograph of the author standing at a podium, a row of people seated behind her, delivering a speech]
				

			

			The kindergarten was crowded, since the baby-boomer wave was already cresting. Grade Sixers—born in early wartime—were less numerous, and Grades Seven and Eight, Depression babies, were tiny. These grades were all in the same classroom. My erstwhile foe, Sandra, had skipped a year and was therefore in Grade Eight, which contained only four students. Teaching three grades was stressful for the teacher, who was prone to tears. When things got too much for her, she would herd us outside to measure the school. The yard was weedy, and a good source of milkweed pods, monarch butterfly chrysalises, and, if you were lucky, a praying mantis or two. My self-appointed boyfriend in Grade Six was Sandy. He carved my name into his brand-new blond-wood Swedish-modern desktop and got the strap for it. Chivalry was not yet dead.

			An eye-tester came to the school. It turned out that I was near-sighted, with astigmatism, which explained my inability to hit archery targets. I had to get glasses. I’m quoted as saying, “My life is over!” (Teenagerhood was setting in.) The only frames available then were heavy tortoiseshells, which made things worse. I took my glasses on and off at whim, or rather I put them on when I wanted to see and took them off when I thought people wanted to see me. In future years I was to shed my glasses as an excuse for not noticing people who were waving at me from across the street. In future years, also, I was to stumble around dance floors, minus glasses, with my only clear image of my date being his ear. In future years my baby sister told me that she’d wanted glasses too, because whatever I did was glamorous. In future years, also, I was able to test first-hand Dorothy Parker’s quip “Men seldom make passes at girls who wear glasses” and to find it untrue. Not that these passes were always welcome, but there was no shortage. “Swarming around like bees,” said my mother of the teenage boys. I suspect what she had in mind was a squirt of insect repellent, or the waving of a newspaper: “Shoo! Shoo!”

			At the time, however, I was crushed by the glasses. But at least I could now see the Kings of England written on the blackboard, for what they were worth.

			
				My Sister Gets Born

				“I gave Harold a chapter for getting born,” I emailed my baby sister, then seventy-two, “so you shall have one as well.”

				“I don’t actually need one,” she replied. “It’s all in Moral Disorder. [kiss emoji]” (Note: Moral Disorder is a 2006 collection of stories.)

				“Well, but that’s fiction, and also you need a chapter anyway,” I said, “and there’s more Harold just told me.”

				“Oooo I can’t wait to see you and get the details!!” she replied.

				So here are the details. In the late spring of 1951, when I was eleven, my fourteen-year-old brother and I were told that we’d soon have a new sibling. This would mean extra helpfulness on our part. My brother would take over entirely the mowing of the lawn. More housework than usual, such as toilet-cleaning and floor-polishing and general do-goodery, would be required of me. (Did I actually say “My life is over,” again, as with the glasses? Probably. I also said that if we didn’t get a television set we would be social pariahs. Televisions were spreading like dandelions, with antennae springing up on every rooftop, but our parents held firm.)

				Our father was delighted by this pending event; he’d always wanted more children. Our mother was apprehensive. As magazines and other people were not slow to inform her, at the age of forty-two she risked having what would now be called a child with a disability. Also, she’d already had two miscarriages; might there be another? Then came the summer, and we headed for the woods. Our mother would have been a big part of that decision: there was no way she’d have wanted to stay in the hot, humid city, especially in those days before air conditioning.

				When I asked my brother for recollections, he sent me an email:

				“…during that time, Dad went off on a canoe trip to Big Trout Lake…. He arranged with the Stolfas to stay with us….” Tony Stolfa was our Polish Toronto neighbour who had shot the bear. “I went with Tony Stolfa on a couple of day trips…. The Stolfas also went off on a 2- or 3-day trip…and another 2-day trip…so at those times I was the only source of transportation-capable assistance for Mum in case she should run into serious difficulties. (Personally, I question Dad’s judgment in setting up this arrangement, since I don’t think it provided enough safety for Mum. One of the few occasions on which I think he made the wrong choice. What do you think?)” You’d have thought it wouldn’t have taken seventy-three years for us to get around to comparing notes on this quietly terrifying episode. What did I think, indeed?

				I replied, “I remember being left alone as sole guardian for Mum during some of those day trips—not overnight, they surely couldn’t have done that—but what would I have done if anything had happened?”

				“Yes, a scary situation,” he wrote back, “and in fact there were 2 or 3 nights when the Stolfas were not there and we were entirely left to our own resources. As you note, the only thing I could have done would have been to boat for help—with or without the rest of us, depending on circumstances. I am very glad nothing like that came to pass.”

				During the canoe trips of others, I was on guard solo. However, I was thought of as competent. They must have felt I could manage. I myself didn’t think so. There was no phone. Did I even know how to run the outboard motor? Barely. Could I have set fire to one of the small islands, to attract a plane? Maybe. My mother could have bled to death on my watch. Nobody explained to me that the most dangerous periods for miscarriages—before three months, and then before five—had already passed.

				I was quietly frantic for most of the summer. My response was to knit the expected baby’s layette. A “layette” was an ensemble for newborns, consisting of a jacket, a cap with big bunches of ribbons at the sides and ties under the chin—since discarded due to the possibility of strangulation—mittens, leggings, sockettes, and a soaker, which went on over the rubber pants then in use. The colour I chose was, unwisely, white, though it didn’t get too grubby. The accents were done in popcorn stitch, which I thought was very fancy.

				I knitted as fast as I could while my mother sat in a deck chair and read historical romances. Possibly both of us were engaged in magical thinking: she, not wanting to hex the baby by doing any knitting herself—would the gods believe she was taking things for granted? Me, in a version of those fairy tales in which the princess has to knit some little shirts of nettles that will break an enchantment and transform swans back into her brothers. If only I could finish in time, the baby would be all right. It would be alive. It would not have a swan’s wing.

				My sister was born on October 30, nineteen days before I turned twelve, and the day before Hallowe’en—a lucky sort of birthday to have, in my opinion, as it provided a ready-made theme for cakes, just like my brother’s Valentine’s birthday. The baby—named Ruth, after my mother’s best friend—had all her fingers and toes. She didn’t have a swan’s wing. She was a Scorpio, like me. She was, however, an anxious infant, shortly to become an anxious child. One of my tasks was to jiggle her crib so she would go to sleep. I learned to do the reading part of my homework lying on my back with my feet on the crib. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle. If I stopped jiggling, my little sister would wake up again and start crying.

				Was it this year or the next that my father asked me to wrap a special present for my mother—a large frying pan with a lid? (Just what she wanted, I add sarcastically. Increasingly she was getting hemmed in by the household appliances of city life, which must have irked her.) I did the frying pan up as a frog, covering it in green paper and adding legs. I taped the lid on at an angle and lined the cavity with red tissue paper, for the mouth. Of my many creations over the years, this was the one that most delighted my father. Forget the poems and novels, the posters and drawings: first prize went to the frying-pan frog.

				In the daytimes, when Ruthie’s non-sleeping wasn’t an issue, she was as cute as a button. At lunchtimes I would play with her, or turn on the country-and-western station so she would jump up and down to the music while holding on to the side of her playpen. (It was still the age of playpens, which were little zoo cages for toddlers.) She also had a Jolly Jumper—a Canadian-invented baby seat with springs attached; you clamped it on to the top of a doorway and the child could bounce itself up and down. Hours or at least minutes of non-stop fun.

				It was during one of these lunch hours that I heard on the radio that the King had died: King George VI, England’s revered wartime leader. All during my school years this King had watched us benevolently from the back of the classroom, hair neatly parted, a slightly pained smile on his face. Now he would be gone. It was a shift in time, a turning point. A lot of things were changing.

				One of those changes happened just after the baby was born. I came home from school to find that my beloved cat, Perky, had vanished. What had become of her? The cat was a danger to the baby, I was told, as she might be attracted by the smell of milk, climb into the baby’s crib, and sit on her face, smothering her. People did believe that about cats. Is there anything to it? Opinions are divided.

				But where had Perky gone? To a nice home, I was told. I believed this at the time. I grieved for her loss, however. It was typical that I wasn’t consulted beforehand: in that era parents made decisions and acted on them, and children were informed post-fact. So there was nothing to be done. Anyway, wouldn’t I rather have a live baby sister than a smothered one?

				I no longer credit the nice home story. I expect Perky had gone to the Humane Society and thence to an incinerator. Do I still carry some lingering resentment? Yes. I do.

				On the positive side, I ditched the hairbow. Caring for a new baby who wouldn’t sleep plus creating my ringlets every morning had become too much for my tired mother, so off I went to a “beauty parlour” and got the shortest cut possible. I was pleased, though my parents were mournful, as parents often are when their winsome child morphs into an unknown, semi-adult, and less controllable entity. The ringlets went into a cardboard box and then into my mother’s steamer trunk, where she kept her personal mementoes. I didn’t know this until I discovered the severed locks many years later, still in their ringlet shape but strangely dead-looking and at the same time malevolent, like the key ingredient in a diabolic charm.

				This new haircut was appropriate, as I was about to enter high school. My brother was attending a private boys’ school—UTS, short for University of Toronto Schools. It was for smart boys who had to pass an entrance exam. The private boys’ school for the rich was Upper Canada College. My parents, wishing to be fair but probably wondering how they could pay for it, asked me if I would like to go to an all-girls’ private school. There were some of these in Toronto: the students wore kilts and shirts and ties, which made them look like what Hilary Mantel once called “little chappies with breasts.” At that time, these schools didn’t emphasize academic excellence: rich girls were sent there to keep them from mingling with the plebeians, and to provide opportunities for them to meet the right sort of boys—the ones from Upper Canada College. These girls lived in mansion-filled Rosedale, or were boarders who’d come from demi-palaces farther away. I was horrified at the thought of going to such a school. I said, “No thank you,” giving as my reason the higher educational standards to be found in the public school system then. But you, Dear Reader, will divine the truth: a school full of girls and nothing but girls was my idea of the Ninth Circle of Hell. I’d had too much experience of their menacing powers back in Grade Four. That experience was buried deep in my psyche; but, like a vampire, it was still alive.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 7

			Synthesia
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			After the Labour Day long weekend in September 1952, I entered Leaside High School. I was short. I wore horn-rimmed glasses. I had a snaggle tooth. I had frizzy hair. I was smart. I was twelve.

			While talking to a younger person recently, I mentioned that I’d gone to this school. The borough of Leaside, I said, was at that time a humble, be-bungalowed, middle- to lower-middle-class edge-of-the-known-world suburb, considered by those who lived in more affluent enclaves farther south and west to be the height of uncool white-bread mediocrity. My friend was amazed. It seems that the Leaside area has become expensive and desirable during the sixty- to seventy-year-long eyeblink during which I wasn’t paying much attention to it. But when I was paying attention, back in the long-gone 1950s, it was as I have said.

			The high-school building itself was postwar. It gleamed creamily on the inside and shone dark pinkly on the outside. Its desks were not yet scarred by initials, its blackboards were green, its floors were made of an unfamiliar imitation-stone amalgam and were highly polished. It was a mile from our house, and I covered that mile either on my bicycle or on foot. You couldn’t move up to the next grade unless you had passed all the exams, and you couldn’t leave school until you were sixteen, so there were a lot of boys in my classroom who’d been shaving for a while. Some were rumoured to have switchblades tucked into their socks, and to keep hip flasks of rye in the glove compartments of the cars they were somehow allowed to drive to school. I did my best not to interact with them in any way. Being a small, underaged, and flat-chested weirdo had its advantages: I was inconspicuous, not worth sexually pestering, and practically mute.

			Though it was not a private school, the girls wore short tunics with school crests on the front, along with black stockings and bloomers, except on Fridays. The older girls in this class added their boyfriends’ athletic jackets and “slave bracelets” with the boyfriends’ initials on their ankles. They smoked behind the field house, and chewed gum unless made to expel it.

			
				The gum-chewing girl and the cud-chewing cow,

				They’re so much alike, and yet different somehow.

				I try to remember—I think I know now,

				It’s the thoughtful expression on the face of the cow.

			

			This was a common saying at that time. You’ll note that it applied only to girls.

			The authority most likely to make you dump your gum was the school’s principal, Norman McLeod. We called him Normie when we weren’t calling him Chrome Dome. He had a hatred of gum, and of anything else that might besmirch his gleaming new floors. He was a proud member of the Scottish Clan MacLeod, and he modelled the entire high school after it. The school tartan was the MacLeod one: yellow, black, and green. We sang a lot of Scottish songs in choir, a favourite being “The Skye Boat Song.” He even managed to entice Dame Flora MacLeod, chief of the clan and very much be-tartaned, to come to the school with her two bagpipe-playing grandsons and show the MacLeod flag. How did Normie get away with this at a publicly funded school?

			We were told that a real magic flag was over on the Isle of Skye. It was in Dunvegan Castle, home base of the MacLeods. It was known as “The Fairy Flag of Dunvegan,” the story being that it ensured victory: Unfurl this flag in battle and the day would be yours. But you only got three victories, and two had already been used. When would the third and final battle take place? This was suspenseful.

			When I finally made it to the Isle of Skye in 1979 and was able to take a tour of Dunvegan Castle, I looked up at the wall upon entering. There hung a tattered dark grey rag. “That must be the Fairy Flag of Dunvegan,” I said.

			“Now how would you know that?” asked the surprised caretaker.

			Education comes in many forms.

			

			—

			Most days I would walk to and from school with my former inquisitor from Grade Four, Sandra Sanders. Through a curious turn of events, she was now in Grade Nine, like me: having skipped a grade and thus been two years ahead of me, she’d been sent off to St. Clements—one of the girls-only private schools—but had failed her year and had been ignominiously expelled, for—said she—drawing a penis on a blackboard diagram of a bat when the teacher was out of the room. (Life lesson: If you must draw penises on bats, don’t get caught.)

			Meanwhile, I myself had skipped a grade, so we’d ended up in the same year. Her mother had phoned my mother to propose this walking-to-school arrangement; perhaps she realized that she had a child with psychological problems. I wasn’t eager, but helping out was considered the right thing to do, so I did it. Sandra seemed to have forgotten all about her sadistic behaviour of four years previously, and it was not mentioned by me.

			By this time, I was thoroughly into Edgar Allan Poe, including “The Cask of Amontillado”: “The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he ventured upon insult I vowed revenge.” Not everyone practised Christian forgiveness, at least not in the world of Poe. I didn’t intend to lure Sandra into a cellar and wall her up in it while jeering at her, but I didn’t wish her particularly well either.

			The odd thing was that she had become quite tender-hearted and vulnerable—perhaps her setback over the bat penis had brought out her dormant capacity for empathy. On the other hand, I had grown a carapace. My mushball sensitivity was now well hidden, thanks in no small part to her.

			Sandra rapidly decided that we were the best of friends. But a curious power shift had taken place, and I was now the dominant one. I used to do things I knew she would find difficult. For instance, she didn’t like to use the school washrooms because she believed there were germs on the toilet seats, so on our walk home she would have a full bladder. “Trickle, trickle, gush, gush,” I would say. “Oh, the relief!”

			“Stop, stop!” she would plead.

			Or I would lure her into the Mount Pleasant Cemetery, saying truthfully that it was a shortcut. Once there, I would say, in a neutral voice, “I’m actually dead, you know.”

			“No, you’re not.”

			“Yes, I am. I spend the nights right over there,” pointing to one of the several family mausoleums in the cemetery.

			“No, you don’t!”

			“You don’t believe me? Let’s wait here until it’s dark. Then you’ll see. I’ll start to decay, I’ll turn yellow and green, and then…” I was familiar with Poe’s “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” in which M. Valdemar does this. I was also a reader of the gruesome black-and-white horror comics available at the time, in which a lot of decay took place. “…bits will fall off me. I’ll grow claws and fangs. I’ll drool.” The drooling of the Undead was particularly disgusting.

			“Don’t say that!” She was easily frightened.

			Mild revenges, but enough for me.

			That year, we both took an evening class in marionette-making given at the Bennington Heights school. To make the puppet heads you modelled them in plasticine, then covered the head with plaster of Paris, which gave you a mould. Then you lined the mould with plastic wood. Once that was dry you could break the plaster mould, glue the two halves together, sand and paint, and there was the head. I made two marionettes: a nightclub dancer and a witch. Bad girls. I still have one of the plasticine heads.

			Our homeroom teacher was also the gym teacher, and taught a grotesque class called “Health.” When circumventing the part about menstruation, she spelled the word B-L-O-O-D rather than actually saying it, lest we faint. Having a period, otherwise known as “the curse,” meant stuffing a white cotton rabbit-tail pad pinned on with safety pins between your legs, smelling faintly of butcher shop, and, on an unlucky day, leaving a trail of blobby reddish-brown gore on Normie’s sacrosanct floor. The only good reason for having a period was that you could sit on the hill overlooking the sports field instead of playing baseball. I hated baseball anyway, as it featured hard white things flying through the air toward my head, like the chunk of ice that had almost put out my eye when I was one.

			I was tired a lot in Grade Nine, but that may have been because I had anemia, for which I had to eat leathery fried liver. I was also found to have a heart anomaly called an extrasystole—it was harmless then, but morphed later—and a slight curvature of the spine that was to plague me once I became a writer and spent long hours at keyboards. In the class picture, I find myself unsmiling, staring blankly at the camera. The message? I’m not really here.

			

			—

			The summer of 1954 was one of our Nova Scotia pilgrimage years, so our family spent several days driving like maniacs to get there. We then drove more to visit the paternal grandparents on the south shore—a relatively subdued affair—and then the numerous and more energetic maternal clan in the Annapolis Valley: the six Cogswell cousins, the two Barkhouse ones, a slew of Killam cousins (my mother’s brothers’ kids). We were somehow all crammed into and around Grandmother Killam’s cottage on the cliff overlooking Harbourville. It’s amazing that no one fell off.

			The older cousins—David Cogswell, his brother Eric, my twin cousin Elizabeth, my brother, and me—were known as the Big Five. We spent our time playing no-holds-barred bridge and double solitaire, helping with lobster boiling on the rocky beach, exploring caves in a hunt for amethysts and geodes while taking care not to be trapped there by the swiftly rising tides, swimming in the frigid water of the enclosed harbour until we turned bright blue, and messing around in boats—notably, the Weedoodit, a sailboat made by Cousin David and his friend Paul Bishop. Out we sailed into the Bay of Fundy one day—me, David, and Harold—unaware of a hurricane warning. We made it back just before the search party was due to set out.

			I drew a cartoon of all of us in my grandmother’s guest book, which was recently discovered by one of the cousins. As you can see, my brother was growing a beard. Then the whole menagerie drove back across Quebec and eastern Ontario and up to our place northeast of Témiscaming. There wasn’t room for everyone in the small cabin Carl had built: Elizabeth and I tented on a little point a five-minute paddle from the dock, and David, Eric, and Harold on an adjacent point. For all meals except breakfast, we went back to the main encampment, where my mother and her two sisters cooked meals on the outdoor fireplace and served them up on the long plank outdoor table. One day they made doughnuts in a cast-iron kettle: these disappeared from the draining paper as soon as they were set down.
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			The Big Five watered the large garden that supplied a lot of the vegetables, using a hand-pumped fire extinguisher with a long spray, suitable also for spraying people. We chopped and carried wood, swam, and fished, as well as running Rudeness Contests during lunch to see who could display the worst table manners. (Cousin David won.) Chaperoned by my father, we made an excursion to a couple of the small bass lakes reached by portage. With my Brownie camera, I took my favourite picture of my father: he’s gutting and filleting the day’s catch. When I think of him having an afterlife, this is what he’s doing.

			
				
					[image: A black and white photograph of the author’s father gutting and filleting a fish beside a lake]
				

			

			
				Brain Class

				When I returned to school in September, I found myself in the Grade Ten “brain class.” At least one other person in it was as young as me, and being smart was no longer a health hazard: you were less likely to be called a “brown-noser.” Why nose, why brown? It took me fifty years to figure out what that actually meant.

				In the brain class, you were awarded an extra subject. If I’d known I was going to turn into a writer, I would have taken Secretarial Sciences instead of Home Economics. Though maybe not: many of those girls smoked in the washroom and had very thin plucked eyebrows and Fire and Ice lipstick, and I found them scary. No writing by me so far, except the essays we had to crank out on uninspiring topics such as My Favourite Pet. My creative energies were going into sewing. It must have been around this time that I made a dirndl skirt of dyed factory cotton hand-printed with a linoblock design of trilobites, on orange. Other girls had telephones and kitty-cats on their skirts; I had an extinct marine arthropod.

				
					
						[image: A linoblock design of a trilobite]
					

				

				My second venture into hand-printing produced a newt (on blue).

				This was also the year I attended a Hallowe’en party dressed as a hot dog, with a mustard pot on my head. (Other girls went as clowns and Raggedy Ann dolls, like sensible people.) But the next year’s Hallowe’en costume was the Headless Horseman, including the Head itself, made of papier mâché, with shiny black hair and a lurid red stump of a neck.

				“What are you supposed to be?” grown-ups at their front doors asked, a question that has stuck to me throughout the years like a metaphysical burr: What am I supposed to be? The Head itself lived on in the cellar among my father’s cast-off boots and shoes, and was finally pilfered by me for a short story called, unsurprisingly, “The Headless Horseman.”

				I also tried my sewing skills on a yellow wool shortie coat with patch pockets, shoulder pads, and self-covered buttons. This coat was not a complete success, being lopsided, but despite the rakish hunchbacked Richard the Third air it lent me, I was pleased with it. My mother bit her tongue, an exercise that was to be repeated often over the next few years, and indeed the next few decades. She was a very tactful person: “If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all,” she was known to remark. (“When she was making her first apple pie, I had to leave the kitchen,” she was later to say.)

				I was obsessed with sewing partly because I didn’t have a lot of money for clothes. There were my babysitting fees and an allowance for doing household chores—what I don’t know about toilet-cleaning is not worth knowing—which included the wringer-washer laundry that was to feature in Cat’s Eye. My brother and I often did the dishes, an activity we ran as a dive-bombing operation with the cutlery as missiles and the floating cups and bowls as targets—“Bombs away!” “Kids! What are you doing?” I also got paid for teaching arts and crafts to youngsters at Saturday-morning classes: scissors, paste, craft paper, paints, and improvisation.

				Still, these income sources didn’t add up to a lot, so I couldn’t waltz out and buy garments off the rack. We had school uniforms to combat the usual teenage girls’ urge to have the latest outfit so as not to appear ridiculous, but in me the sewing impulse was also constructivist: I wanted to see what I could make. I pored through pattern books in fabric stores and haunted remnants counters, and was eager to snap up bargains. Some of the lusher scraps—velvets, taffetas, silks, lace—I turned into sumptuous ballgowns for my sister’s proto-Barbie doll. I made my own formal dance dresses. One was pink chiffon, which ended up as cleaning cloths, says my sister. The next was an elegant Audrey Hepburn spaghetti-strap white brocade.

				Skirts could be very full, with crinolines underneath, or they could be pencil skirts, worn with cinch belts and sweaters with bat-wing sleeves. The cinch belts were not my friends: I was short-waisted, and with a cinch belt, looked like two tomatoes, one on top of the other. I also made a pleated plaid skirt—this must have been a school project, as I recall no love for it—and my father said, “You shouldn’t wear plaid. It makes you look broad in the beam.” How withering. Ever since, I have gone through the world, as many women do, trying to see what I look like from behind.

				My mother’s only comment on my clothing choices was, “That’s very nice.” She had no interest in clothes unless you were actually naked. But my father did; he also paid attention to pictures, furniture, lampshades, well-made cars, flowers, and anything else with aesthetic qualities. He could draw well. The artistic genes were his.

				At the same time as I was deep-diving into the teenage fashion waters, I was aware of the bogus image of teenagers being pitched at us by advertisers eager to sell things. Because we made fun of everything, my brother and I parodied teenager comic-book ads, which stressed good looks and Popularity—how to expunge those ugly blackheads, how to avoid being always a bridesmaid but never a bride, how to get rid of your awful Bad Breath, so unkissable, how to get instant attention by playing the piano or developing a Charles Atlas physique, and how to recognize the fact that you had Body Odour.

				“Feeling Popular today?” we would ask each other snidely. Making fun of teenagers was a decent stratagem for counteracting the woes of actually being one.

				

				—

				In my Grade Ten year, I appeared on my first television show, Pet Corner, an early offering from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC). The producer, Roz Kronick—a neighbour—was looking for unusual pets. I had one, a praying mantis named Lenore, after the rare and radiant dead heroine of Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Raven.” Lenore was bright green, with a small triangular head, large eyes, and huge, deadly claws. She lived in a jar and was fed grasshoppers. She would sit on my hand and drink sugar water from a spoon.

				Wearing my short, pleated, belted school tunic and regulation white blouse, I appeared with Lenore on Pet Corner, where she did her only trick—drinking from a spoon—and didn’t fly away. This episode was such a hit that I was invited back, this time to help demonstrate a flying squirrel, the familiar of a colleague of my father’s down at the Zoology Building. It was supposed to fly from its owner to me, and it did. But the blinding television lights were on, and flying squirrels are nocturnal, so it did the natural thing and went down the front of my tunic. Then it hit the belt, and started going round and round my middle, live on air. What to do? Suppressed laughter, mine. I started to lift up my skirt, thought better of it, plunged my hand down my front, and fished out the unwilling rodent.

				Who watched Pet Corner? Luckily, none of my peers—they were in school. (Though someone must have found out, since there’s a reference to my star turn in the high-school yearbook.) Early performance lesson: During public appearances, any humiliation can be overcome unless you throw up or die.

				

				—

				In the spring of 1954, I acquired a boyfriend. He was eighteen, had already left high school, and was working in his father’s auto-body shop, which he later inherited. Naturally he had a car.

				Why did my parents permit a fourteen-year-old to tootle around with a de facto grown man who was old enough to serve in the army? Nowadays, my perfectly nice and well-behaved and always freshly washed boyfriend would be tagged a child molester, but mores were different then, and anyway I was batting above my league: I didn’t look two years older than I was, but I talked two years older. As for my parents, they probably weren’t thinking much about me and my dating habits, being almost entirely taken up with my toddler sister, who still didn’t sleep nights, was strong-willed, and could not be made to do anything she didn’t want to do. Unlike me, she wasn’t sneaky: her pushbacks were right out front.

				My brother did notice the boyfriend, and teased—he referred to him as “the dreg”—but I paid scant attention. My brother was also trying to teach me ancient Greek: he would leave Greek notes in key places around the house, such as the bathroom: “The shower is on.” Then I would go to take a bath, turn on the tap, and get drenched. I didn’t learn much ancient Greek.

				That summer, my mother and my sister and I spent a lot of time in a square-timbered log cabin located in a stand of mature hardwood on the Coldwater River, near the village of Moonstone. My father, being land-mad, could never resist a stand of mature hardwood; he also wanted a woodsy place closer to Toronto. He was off on an insect-related escapade in Labrador, and my brother was with the Junior Rangers in the boreal forest, somewhere near Kenora. I was supposed to be “helping,” which meant amusing my little sister while my mother—always a big reader—would disappear into fantasy mysteries such as The Devil in Velvet. Or I would walk out to get the mail from the roadside mailbox, or trudge up a steep hill on a gravel road to buy rudimentary groceries in Moonstone. This area is now ski resorts and housing developments, but it wasn’t then.

				The cabin had a dirt floor and no electricity. We cooked on a propane camp stove and slept on army surplus cots; our room dividers were made of dark green Second World War parachutes. Several large snakes lived in the log walls, and would come out from time to time. None of this frightened my mother; I think she was just annoyed we weren’t up in Quebec, with a handy lake into which she could plunge. I’d wade into the aptly named Coldwater River to rinse the laundry, but you couldn’t really swim in it.
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				The Coldwater had clay deposits along its sides, left over from the huge glacial-melt lake that had once covered this area. While my little sister made mud pies, I used this clay for projects. I made beads that I painted and decorated with cryptic symbols—spiders, moons, flowers, skulls, and, for some reason, pigs. From these I made an attractive necklace, Goth before its era, which I haven’t so far had any occasion to wear. But there’s still time.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of a beaded necklace]
					

				

				My eighteen-year-old boyfriend wrote me awkward, affectionate, misspelled letters, in blobby blue ballpoint ink, with SWAK (Sealed With A Kiss) on the envelope. He even came to see me in his second-hand car, which was lacking a muffler; and we drove noisily over to Bass Lake and went swimming. No seatbelts in those days, and no air conditioning: you kept the windows open so the breeze could get in and the cigarette smoke could get out. Needless to say, my boyfriend smoked. Most boyfriends did, most girlfriends didn’t.

				Let’s call this boyfriend “Buddy,” which is how he appears in a story of mine called “Hurricane Hazel.” Buddy and I broke up on the night of this famous hurricane, which flooded the Don Valley and killed eighty-one people in Toronto. Buddy wanted to go out that night, but my father, snapping out of his inattention—this was, after all, a matter of the weather, something he always kept his eye on—said it was out of the question. Didn’t Buddy know what a hurricane was? Far too dangerous!

				The real reason for the breakup was probably that Buddy, having turned nineteen, was ready for a more sexually fulfilling relationship than was possible with underaged, cautious me. So, having briefly lived some version of the 1950s teen dream—drive-in movies, car hops, and so forth—I reverted to being an immature fourteen-year-old in the brain class. I went to the Grade Eleven Junior Prom with a shy, geeky boy who played the cello. My mother actually took me shopping for the dress, a sky-blue brocade, with shoes dyed to match. A first for us—she hated clothes shopping—and, as it turned out, a last.

				I did have moments of nostalgia for Buddy’s aftershave and clean white short-sleeved cotton T-shirts with the cigarette packs tucked into the sleeves. (You folded up the sleeve and stuck the bottom of the pack down into the fold. It’s a lost art.) But time moves on, whether you want it to or not.

				I still wasn’t doing any writing, apart from school projects. But I was reading, keeping up the usual blistering pace of word-gobbling and nighttime flashlight-under-the-covers plot-bingeing. In school, it was Shakespeare and Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, this last giving me an enduring fascination with the French Revolution. Outside school, it was science fiction and murder mysteries—both freely available in our house—and books I found in homes where I was babysitting. Kathleen Winsor’s scandalous, sex-filled Forever Amber, for instance; and Ethel Waters’s memoir, His Eye Is on the Sparrow. Did I understand the grown-up books I was reading? No—I didn’t have enough context. But, as you can see, I remembered them.

				

				—

				As Ruth left toddlerhood behind and became a little girl, I managed her Hallowe’en-themed birthday parties. I hadn’t had any memorable birthday parties of my own, I enjoyed staging festivities, and I liked baking cakes. I’d had only one failure, the white-and-chocolate marble cake out of Betty Crocker’s Picture Cook Book. I forgot to put the leavening agent in and produced a couple of flat, rubbery circles. My brother ate them. He would eat anything.

				I decorated the cakes in orange, with designs of bats and jack-o’-lanterns in dark brown. My sister hated games and would hide behind the door if one loomed, so for the entertainment I would draw the curtains and turn out the lights in the living room and herd the little girls under the dining-room table. Then, with my face painted green, my head wrapped in a ghostly scarf, and a flashlight under my chin, I would tell them blood-curdling stories in a sepulchral voice. Traumatizing, to be sure, but very popular. My sister’s birthday parties were much sought-after. I was recently talking to a woman of seventy-two about these parties. “I’ve never forgotten them,” she said. In case you think I ought not to have terrorized these little girls in such a heedless way, I add that they knew it was really me. People like being scared as long as there’s a fail-safe.

				In an early poem by Louise Glück, “Gretel in Darkness,” the ostensible subject is Hansel and Gretel. Hansel has forgotten what went on in the witch’s house, but Gretel has not. She says, “…we are there still and it is real, real, / that black forest and the fire in earnest.” It’s when Gothic make-believe crosses the threshold into the actual that things become truly frightening.

				

				—

				The party-planning morphed into a paying business, featuring puppet shows. My partner was Sandra. Why Sandra? Didn’t I dislike her? No: I was wary of her, which is different. She had a dramatic flair, she was up for it, and she found it funny.

				We began as birthday-party stagers for four- to seven-year-old girls. We greeted the frilly pastel-dressed guests, we ran the games (Pass the Parcel and so forth), we served up the sandwiches, the ice cream, and the be-candled cake, we supervised the opening of the presents and dried the tears of the jealous non-birthday girls. The mothers lurked in the kitchen, drinking gin and offering prayers of thanks because they didn’t have to do any of this themselves. We were not paid enough: we didn’t know our own worth.

				Then, the puppet show! I’d made the physical part: the portable stage, the backdrops and sets, the lighting system, and the hand puppets, with papier-mâché heads and cloth bodies. We did classic fairy tales involving cannibalism, always of interest to children: “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Hansel and Gretel,” and “The Three Little Pigs.” In our second business year we attracted the attention of an agent, who promised us endless wealth (twenty-five dollars) if we would do our show at company Christmas parties. This was the big time! We acquired invaluable stage experience, especially when the backdrop fell down during a performance of “The Three Little Pigs” and the astonished audience was confronted with our two gigantic heads. But the wolf popped into view and said: “Pay no attention to them. They aren’t really there.” Useful for so many different situations, though it doesn’t always work on people who aren’t five.

				The lesson: You can make anything talk, including your sleeve and the salt and pepper shakers. Novelists do it all the time.

			

			
				Archaic Dating and Witchy English Teachers

				Along came a second summer in the snake-infested rural Ontario log cabin and also in northern Quebec, where my father had begun building the horizontal log cabin, with more child labour for me—peeling logs with a drawknife, helping to winch them up a hill. Then I was suddenly in Grade Eleven, and then in Grade Twelve, and no longer the youngest person in the building. I had become sporty. Can it be true that I was on the basketball team, despite being only five-foot-four? Yes, but it was girls’ basketball and I was a guard. I was also on the relay team—we didn’t win—and, most hilarious of all, I was a high-jumper. I sang in the choir, and wrote singing commercials for sock hops and Christmas semi-formals, delivered over the PA system. I took German because it was on offer during lunchtime, and what else was there to do at that hour but eat your peanut butter and jelly sandwich out of its brown paper bag? Our German teacher was Bulgarian—she cried with joy the day she told us she had become a Canadian citizen, though we didn’t understand why it was such a big deal for her. Our French teacher was Polish.

				Why Bulgarians would know German and why Polish people would know French had not become clear to me yet. It was barely ten years since the end of the Second World War, but the black-and-white newsreel events shown to us by our History teacher—a vet who’d been wounded—seemed centuries away. Elvis Presley had just appeared, following in the footsteps of Bill Haley & His Comets, and the Andrews Sisters and wartime swing were echoes from a dying star—so far, far away. But not so far away for our teachers, I now realize.

				In the midst of my busy-bee high-school extracurricular activities, I acquired another boyfriend. I don’t know how this happened: boyfriends somehow just appeared, like mushrooms after a rain. It was the era of going steady, so you had each boyfriend until he wore out and then you got another.

				This boyfriend was a nervous, chain-smoking Catholic, which made my parents uneasy. He did launch a half-hearted campaign to convert me; it was unsuccessful, but I learned some useful things. Evolution wasn’t a concern among the Catholics—it was just God’s way of making the physical infrastructure of people—as long as you conceded that the soul was created and then stuck in to make the first really human being. Nicely finessed, I thought. Whereas the poor fundamentalists with their literalism were stuck with having to deny genetics, a position untenable even before the discovery of DNA.

				The next boyfriend, an amiable soul who’d been head of the basketball team at Leaside, was studying Geology in university. As usual, my boyfriend was older than me. Did we really scramble up the Niagara Escarpment together, carrying little hammers in order to chip part of the escarpment off to use as samples? I’m sure this would not be allowed now.

				

				—

				When she was sixteen, our daughter, Jess, asked me, “What was dating like when you were my age?”

				“Well,” I said, “around Tuesday or Wednesday, the boy would phone you up and ask you for a weekend date.”

				“Really?”

				“Then, when the day came, you’d get dressed up in your nylons with seams, held in place with an elastic contraption called a garter belt, or else a Playtex rubber panty girdle, and your fancy dress with the crinoline, and your high heels.”

				“Really?”

				“Then the boy, wearing a jacket and tie…”

				“Really?”

				“…would ring the front doorbell, and you would ask him in, and he would say hello to your parents.”

				“Really?”

				“Then you would go out to his car, and he would open the door and assist you in.”

				“Really?”

				“Then you would drive to the movie, and he would park the car, and you would sit there and wait, and he would come all the way around and help you out of the car…”

				“Really?”

				“And you would go to the movie, and he would pay!”

				“Really?”

				Everything had changed.

				I didn’t add anything about necking in the movie, or rolling around on the front seat of the parked car afterwards, where you spent much of your time removing hands from forbidden places. This was before the pill; nobody, boys included, wanted to get pregnant. We knew, vaguely, about girls who did: it was off to the unwed mothers’ home for them. No birth control taught in “Health,” needless to say. That would have been immoral.

				I had a curfew for dates—a curfew I usually broke, causing parental worry. My father tried the reasoning approach. “If this house were a train and you missed the departure time, the train would leave without you,” he said.

				“But this house isn’t a train,” I replied, no doubt maddeningly.

				If I forgot my keys I entered the house, diagonally, through the milk box. The milk box had a door on the outside leading to a little cupboard, into which the milkman would put the glass bottles of milk, and a door on the inside that the housewife would open to retrieve them. Why there wasn’t a steady stream of burglars going in and out beats me, but maybe the burglars were too large. Or maybe we had nothing worth stealing. Or it was the time and place: nobody locked their doors during the daytime.

				

				—

				During these years, I worked at the Toronto Sportsmen’s Show, put on in March by the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters on the grounds of the Canadian National Exhibition. This cheerful exposition of guns, fishing tackle, motorboats, raingear, tents, camp stoves, and everything connected with the outdoor life was part product hucksterism, part instruction, and part circus. There were log-rolling contests, and a performing seal called Sharky who balanced balls on his nose and played tunes by honking little horns. There were fly-casting demonstrations; there were hot-dog stands; there was enthusiasm. My father—an OFAH member, as many conservationists were—gave a presentation on trout-fly tying.

				My job was at the archery range. I was under the supervision of two young men who taught me how to work a change apron and how to keep paper money in a roll, with the one-dollar bills on the outside where they could be quickly peeled off—a habit I’ve retained. We archery folk sold shots at straw targets—three for a quarter—and it was my task to help the customers, who often had never let fly an arrow before. The pointy end of the arrow goes at the front. Left arm straight, elbow up! No, up. That’s right. Now, pull back. Now, release! Oh dear. If you hold on, the arrow won’t go anywhere. We’ll try again. When all the arrows had been shot, I’d have to collect them from the targets or the floor. Inevitably, some wag would have retained an arrow, which he would shoot at me. The aim was always bad, but the attempts added an edge.

				I loved working at the Sportsmen’s Show. I liked the way it smelled—sawdust, water, a whiff of gasoline. I liked staying out so late on a weeknight. I liked the bustle and the hype. And I was enamoured of Sharky the Seal.

				

				—

				Back in Grade Ten, I’d had an English teacher called Miss Florence Smedley. She’d recite Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” with her eyes closed while revolving in a circle: “Weave a circle round him thrice…” Many years later, when a film crew making a documentary was interviewing her, Miss Smedley didn’t say I’d been an obvious word genius. Instead, she said, “Peggy showed no particular ability in my class.” This was true, and I admired her candour.

				It was a different story with Miss Bessie Billings, my English teacher in Grade Twelve and the all-important Grade Thirteen. Miss Bessie was already renowned as an excellent teacher who got results. She held you to the line, she stood for no slacking, she hauled you through. She appears in my story “My Last Duchess,” and I can’t better that description of her. There she is, elegant suits, decorative lapel pins, no-nonsense manner, looking, as Browning’s evil duke would have it, as if she were alive. Apart from Brown Owl, she was probably the first person to encourage me as a writer. Not for poetry, nor fiction—we didn’t write that in school, we just analyzed it to the eye teeth—but for an essay I wrote about mushroom hunting. After her death, I was sent a little note that she must have written to another teacher:

				
					Truly, a remarkable piece of work! What a feeling for words and what an observant eye. Also she must surely write for the love of writing. We should give her every encouragement—tell her now that a scholarship and great satisfaction—both are within reach.

				

				I was touched to receive this posthumous message. We can all remember what we said about our teachers behind their backs, but what do we know about the opinions they might have exchanged about us?

				I suppose this mushroom essay stood out to Miss Billings because it was not the kind of thing that usually found its way to her desk on the theme of My Summer Vacation. Other people went waterskiing or lay around in the sun. They did not contemplate the lethal properties of the pure white destroying angel, Amanita ocreata, so easily mistaken in its egg form for a puffball.

				Was I thinking of writing a murder mystery along those lines? Not yet.

				

				—

				Our Home Economics teacher, Miss Ricker, was a humourless person for whom dinner was a green thing, a white thing, a yellow thing, and a brown thing on every plate, no matter what they tasted like. Clothes were inner seam finishes and linings, not style. For our Grade Twelve class she rashly allowed us to vote on a “special project,” which she herself hoped would be the making of stuffed animals with lots of curved seams, to be given to sick children. But voting is a risky business. I’d seen enough of curved seams by then to fear them, so I persuaded part of the class to vote for putting on a Home Economics opera instead of labouring over the demanding cloth tigers and elephants. Miss Ricker, noticeably bewildered but with her foot caught in the fox trap of democracy, said yes, we could do the opera, but it had to actually be about Home Economics.

				It was. The heroines of Synthesia were three synthetic fabrics called Orlon, Nylon, and Dacron, the daughters of Old King Coal, as all were coal or oil derivatives. King Coal, his princesses, and his queen indulged in some singing, most notably a song about laundry. “Fabrics need a swim in the suds, it makes them feel just like new—whites are whiter, colours are brighter, take on a brilliant hue…” The plot came along in the person of Sir William Wooley, who had a terrible problem: he shrank from washing! This was ultimately solved by a wedding with Orlon and the production of a new synthetic/wool blend in the form of a bundle of cloth, joyously celebrated. Wild applause, the audience being the other members of Home Economics and several bemused teachers.

				Once I was a published writer and was going about the country doing literary events, an original cast member might pop up out of the audience and we would burst into a Synthesia song. The laundry chorus, set to the barcarolle from Offenbach’s The Tales of Hoffmann, was especially memorable. I once sang it in an elevator to Richard Bradshaw, the late artistic director of the Canadian Opera Company, and he said I had ruined Offenbach for him forever.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 8

			First Snow
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			I’ve made this teen period sound like fun and games, a sort of Archie Comics Riverdale High romp. Of course, much more frightening things were going on all around us. The atomic bomb had made its appearance in the 1940s, having been horrifically exploded over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan. Now the U.S.S.R. had the bomb too: their first detonation had taken place in 1949. Were we all going to be blown up in an atomic war? That was a plausible fear. My own war-baby generation was not taught to crouch under their desks in a worst-case scenario—much good that would have done!—but my sister’s early baby-boomer generation was.

			Possibly the fear was justified: the Cold War was on, the Iron Curtain had been put in place, and it was spy versus spy. Communists were surely lurking behind every door, and also in the hearts of Western governments themselves. McCarthyism—during which many were blacklisted and lost their jobs, and some took their own lives, even though they might not have been Communists—flourished between 1950 and 1954, made edgy fun of by Walt Kelly in the comic strip Pogo.

			Canada didn’t have as much Red-hunting, though it did have some. It was, however, the site of the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line defence system—the brainchild of Eisenhower—a network of radar stations that stretched all the way across the northern Arctic. It also had two BOMARC missile-launching sites. The idea was that if the U.S.S.R. tried to attack the United States with atomic bombs across the North Pole, their missiles could be intercepted and blown up above Canada, where there were fewer people to be killed—an extreme case of military triage. One of the nerve centres was in North Bay, just a hop, skip, and jump from Témiscaming: if there had been a war, North Bay would have been a prime target. We knew this—we could see the electrical wires going into a forbidden hill—and it did not fill us with glee.

			In Toronto, our neighbourhood was a mixed one, which meant that many sorts of people besides Anglo-Saxon Protestants lived there. Some were Jewish, and of these, some had escaped from the Nazis. Some were not Jewish, though they were from countries like Poland and Czechoslovakia and had escaped from both the Nazis and the Russians. Some were Belgian, some Dutch: also escaped. Several kids in my high school, including our school captain (Kasparian) and one of my best friends (Kerbekian), were the children of those who had come to Canada during the Armenian Genocide. “Remember the starving Armenians” had been a saying in my maternal grandmother’s home—a way of guilting her children into finishing the food on their plates, though I never could understand why being remembered or emptying your plate would help the actual Armenians. All around us were dark stories, though they were a background, not a foreground.

			The position of writers was ambiguous. In other countries, poets had been killed by despotic governments. The existentialists and absurdists in France—such as Camus, Sartre, and Ionesco—were culturally important; in the States, the Beats were making themselves felt. But in Canada, in the 1950s, if you wrote poetry, you weren’t liable to be branded as either a Commie subversive or—by the ultra-left—a capitalist stooge: instead, you were likely regarded as a harmless lunatic; or worse, as ridiculous. That is, if you were regarded at all. Nevertheless, I embarked upon poetry. I don’t know why, but I do know when.

			

			—

			It was the late spring of 1956. I was sixteen, and in the second-to-last year of high school. I was crossing the football field on my way home, thinking of nothing in particular. Because it was Friday, when girls were exempted from wearing the school uniform, I was wearing a favourite dress that I’d sewn myself. It was pink. It had a princess line, cap sleeves, and a shirred bodice decorated with an ornamental gold-toned button. (I still have the button.) This was not the kind of outfit you’d expect a poet to wear—black would have been more suitable, but I didn’t yet know that. Anyway, I hadn’t been a poet when I got up that morning, but by the time I reached the end of the football field I was one. A bad one, true, and the poem I’d composed in my head had only four lines, but I was so intoxicated by it that I stepped off the path I was on—by that time it was leading in the direction of biology—and took another, the one that eventually wound its way, via many twists and turns and detours, to the book you are now reading.

			When asked why I write poetry, I used to say, “All cultures we know of have had some form of poetry,” or “Poetry is something human beings do,” both of which are true; or I would ramble on about my theory that poetry originates in a different part of the brain than prose, the part closer to music and mathematics. (There is no way of proving this without some sort of futuristic poem-detecting device implanted in the poet’s brain, so I am free to ramble.) But that wasn’t the question being asked. That question was, “Why you?”

			There is no reliable why, as far as I can tell. Some people write poetry, others do not; or else they do when young but give it up in favour of more lucrative pursuits, such as banking or dentistry. Older civilizations used to say that poets were inspired by a god or a muse, or that poetry was a gift and that those who practised it were gifted, and that is possibly true as well; but gods and muses are notoriously fickle and tricky, and divine gifts are ambiguous and often involve risks and sinister obligations on the part of the receiver.

			I wouldn’t think of any poetic or literary or artistic calling as an unmixed blessing. Artists have been suspect in Western cultures for centuries: shoddy hacks, hired shills, toadies to dominant regimes, treacherous troublemakers, degenerates, mad geniuses, slipshod sibyls (a term coined by Germaine Greer), crazy ladies, mentally unstable…the list goes on. You create art of any kind because you feel you must: it’s not a sensible way of spending your time, which may be time wasted as far as making a living goes. There are no infallible roads to poetic success, no steady promotions, no pension plans. Talent is necessary, but so is luck, and luck cannot be either earned or purchased. Today’s celebrated artist is tomorrow’s hopeless has-been. We all know that story.

			In modern terms an inclination toward poetry might be thought of as a gene, though in my case you wouldn’t know it from my parents. My mother used to say she’d only ever written one poem, which was about sprouting wings and flying away. (Typical of her: she liked rapid motion.) My father used to compose doggerel verse, but only when he had the flu and a temperature. My brother had been quite a good poet in high school, but he’d given it up in favour of more creditable pursuits. Most people do. When my first book of poetry appeared, my brother wrote me a letter that read, “Congratulations on publishing your first book of poems. I used to do that kind of thing myself when I was younger.” And so say many.

			Back to the football field. I knew hardly anything about modern poetry at that point—we didn’t study much of it in school. My father was fond of quoting Sir Walter Scott’s The Lay of the Last Minstrel and scraps of Tennyson, but that was about it. However, at our high school those in my English class had been immersed in metre and verse forms. We learned the names of the English feet (iambic, trochaic, dactylic, anapestic, and so forth) and the line lengths (dimeter, tetrameter, pentameter, hexameter, and their kin). We’d been taught scansion, in English, French, and Latin. We’d mastered a number of verse forms, including two kinds of sonnets, ballads, villanelles, and heroic couplets, not to mention blank verse. My favourite poets at that time were Byron, Coleridge, and Edgar Allan Poe, so it’s not surprising that my first adolescent poems were heavily sensational, sometimes macabre, and written in standard verse forms.

			Did I immediately proclaim my conversion to poetry? Not right away. It must have taken some time for this piece of self-discovery to sink in. But I did announce it at various moments, to various people. It seems I dropped it out of the blue on my paper-bag-lunch group in the school cafeteria: just blurted it out. Many years later, one of these girls said to me, “I thought you were so brave.”

			“Brave?”

			“To just come out with it like that. Announcing you were going to be a writer.”

			“That wasn’t bravery,” I said. “It was social stupidity. I had no idea what would actually be involved, and I didn’t even know it was an odd thing to say.”

			“Well, anyway, I thought it was brave!”

			My parents were less than thrilled when they got the news. I can understand that: a life in the arts is chancy in at least a hundred ways, ninety of them financial.

			My mother said, “Well, if you’re going to be a writer you’d better learn to spell.” Spelling was not then, and is not now, my strong point.

			“Others will do that for me,” I proclaimed. And so they have. Thanks very much, copy editors.

			“How will you make a living?” both my parents asked; meaning they certainly weren’t going to support me. I had no doubts about that either: I would get a job, or jobs. Possibly I would write for a newspaper.

			To head me off, they invited a second cousin who was a real newspaper journalist over for dinner. (We had second cousins the way other people had freckles.) He told me that if I worked for a paper, as a woman I’d be writing the obituaries and the ladies’ pages and nothing more. This didn’t sound entrancing. Perhaps I would have to go to university after all—I’d been thinking of skipping that part—so at least I would have a degree of some kind.

			But I didn’t intend to teach high school, nightmare of nightmares. Possibly I would write pulp romance stories, since that was the kind you could make the most money from. I knew this from the magazine Writer’s Market, an American publication I’d purchased at the drugstore. The kind of writing this magazine dealt with was the commercial kind, and the markets—pulps and glossies—were all in the United States. I wonder how many copies of Writer’s Market they actually sold in Leaside?

			True Romance and True Confessions magazines were both recommended by Writer’s Market as paying well. I bought some and studied them. Writing such stories didn’t seem hard. With my earnings from my tales of weeping maidens and callous youths and titles like “Miss Innocence,” “Mail Order Husband,” and “Forced into Unholy Marriage,” I’d support my serious writing, which by this time had expanded to include novels (proposed) and short stories (attempted). The stories were quite Gothic: one of them involved a narrator who went crazy, the clue to which was that he strangled a gerbil. I did try to write some True Romance stories, but I wasn’t any good at them. You have to have a knack. Also, you have to believe in the stuff, at least a little, and I was too relentlessly satirical to manage that.

			“One of these days that smart mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble,” said my father after yet another of my mean and pointed quips. How right he was, except it hasn’t been just one of these days. It’s been a lot of them.

			

			—

			That summer, I went off for a month as a volunteer to Woodeden, a camp for children with disabilities near London, Ontario. I suspect this was a scheme of my mother’s to get me some exposure to the outside hard-facts world as opposed to the airy-fairy domain of poetry. The Woodeden scheme took the form of an invitation from one of the higher-ups in this charitable-camping world: Would I come for a month and bring my puppet show?

			The show required four hands, so I talked my friend Janet, from Leaside High, into being my partner. Janet was adopted, which cast an aura of intrigue about her. She told me about the downsides of being gorgeous and having large breasts: unwanted male attention, including shouted comments from complete strangers. Everyone our age had experienced some of that, but she’d had it in excess and found it annoying.

			Until quite recently, Woodeden had been known as Crippled Children’s Camp. This was a moment at which the blunt names of institutions founded by the Victorians were being changed into softer keys. The Home for Incurable Children in Toronto was still called that, however, and some of the kids at Woodeden were from there. They were hydrocephalics—children born with what used to be called “water on the brain”—and their life spans would not be long, since the treatment for this condition was not yet available there and then.

			The children at the camp were of all degrees of semi-ability and disability. Like children everywhere, they wanted to have a good time. They were also amazing in their willingness to help one another. For square dances, those who had the use of their legs would wheel the chairbound kids at considerable speed through the figures of the dance, all of them shrieking with glee. The place had a swimming pool, which was very popular. Sometimes, when you can’t walk, you can swim.

			In addition to the puppet show, I helped mostly with the younger kids. I also played a lot of chess with a girl who couldn’t talk, as she had severe cerebral palsy. She used a kind of code to indicate which chess piece she wanted moved, and where. She was a better chess player than I was: I don’t believe I won a single game.

			This was the camp song:

			
				Which is the camp where girls and boys

				Grow to be women and men?

				DOUBLE YOU–OH–OH–DEE

				EE–EE–DEE–EE–EN!

			

			Except that some of the girls and boys wouldn’t grow. They would never be women and men. Sunny hopefulness and fun, with a dark undertone of fate and bad luck surrounding us like a miasma. I had nightmares about Woodeden for many years.

			Life lessons: You can’t tell from looking at a person how bright they are, or what they are thinking. Everyone conceals mysteries. And: There are some things you can’t fix. That was hard for me to accept: I was a fixer.

			
				The Big Slog

				High schools in most other North American locations had four years, but in Ontario there were five. When you passed fourth year, you got something called “junior matriculation,” and many kids stopped there: jobs were plentiful in the 1950s, and only those seeking to become professionals, especially lawyers and engineers or possibly librarians, had an interest in going on to university. The Grade Thirteen classes at Leaside were small in numbers compared with the horde that had started out in Grade Nine.

				At the end of Grade Thirteen was a sadistic torture event known as “the Departmentals.” This was a series of exams—one for each subject you were taking—set by an unknown committee and written by every student in Grade Thirteen across the province. Your pass or fail and your high or low marks determined whether you would get into a university, and which one, and whether you might win a scholarship. I was expected to score one of these scholarships; as my father had commented a few years before when my Algebra mark had gone from 100 to 50 because I was fooling around and didn’t like the teacher, “God gave you a brain, so use it.” (First I’d heard anything from him about God.)

				Grade Thirteen was serious business. No more Home Economics operas or pranks of that kind. It was going to be a grind. I knew this because my brother had already done it; also from the scare stories that inevitably went the rounds. The exams would be written in the gym, which had no air conditioning, and from which people had been carried out on stretchers. You might get your period and have cramps and drip blood onto the floor: it had happened. One boy had drunk something he’d thought was tomato juice from his mother’s fridge, but it had turned out to be a jug of Bloody Marys and he was so drunk at the exam that he threw up. A girl had gone stark raving mad—which subject had done that? Physics was blamed, or Chemistry; either seemed likely. Mad how, exactly? Had she gibbered? Bitten someone? She’d had to be “subdued,” though the subduing method hadn’t made it into the story. Had they wrestled her to the ground, put a sack over her head, stuck a needle into her? Urban legends or reality? For the purpose of terrifying us it didn’t much matter. It was to be trial by ordeal. Why not just have us walk barefoot over burning coals? To add to the pain, the results would appear in the newspaper, for all to see.

				The exams I’d chosen to write were: English Literature, English Language, French (two exams), German (two), Latin (two), History, Chemistry, Zoology, and Botany. That was three more than I needed to graduate, but the nine highest-scoring exams would determine my ranking. I could thus discount the weaker ones. I knew I wasn’t going to get an A in Latin, which was required for the four-year Honours course in English at university, so I elected to study Botany by myself: all that mushroom-pondering and edible-plant-collecting of what I now thought of as my youth would pay off. Half-marks were subtracted for spelling mistakes in English, but not in Botany. Anyway, I could spell words like Scrophulariaceae with ease: it was words like weird that tripped me up. Was it the weird sisters or the wierd sisters? And if the latter, wouldn’t it be pronounced “wired”? I had to think about it.

				By this time, I was churning out a surprising volume of writing—fiction, essays, poetry—of a quality you’d expect from a sixteen-year-old; in other words, juvenile. Among these was an ode to the Hungarian Revolution, an uprising against the Communist regime in that country. The revolution, from October 23 to November 4, 1956, was crushed by Russian tanks. Thousands were killed and almost two hundred thousand fled the country—some of whom came to Canada, among them several who later became writing colleagues and friends.

				Our family followed the progress of events on the radio: my parents never did get a television set. At first there was elation—freedom was coming!—but then dejection—no, it wasn’t. Though the suspense made me very anxious and the failure of the uprising was dismaying, my poem in honour of it is quite bad. (Life lesson: Passion doesn’t always equal artistic accomplishment.) I append my failed poem here to encourage the young: Nobody expects you to play the Moonlight Sonata the first time you sit down to the piano. You need to put in the work. Though even then, there are no guarantees.

				
					First Snow

					The first snow is the saddest snow,

					By city slums the first flakes blow;

					They fall upon the streets in vain,

					And trickle down the windowpane.

					Conceived in beauty, killed in soot,

					A smudge of mud upon a boot;

					And no impression can they make

					Upon the filth; they die, each flake.

					First snow of Hungary is past;

					The second snow will last and last.

				

				I take it that the “first snow” is the uprising, which dies away; but the “second snow” will come after it—another bid for freedom—and this time it would succeed. (I must have liked snow.) Moderately prophetic and potentially optimistic, this poem. Also hard to decipher.

				

				—

				The big slog leading up to the final exams began in earnest after the Christmas holidays. Leaside High School was known for its high academic standards, and our teachers were going to drag us to the finish line no matter what. For the first time in my life, I really applied myself to studying. I kept a jar of mentholated Noxzema cream in the freezer and covered my face with it to wake myself up and keep my brain in high gear. On the other hand, I was a procrastinator and easily distracted, so I tended to veer off the main track and take little holidays. I would read the collected works of H.G. Wells, or old Raymond Chandlers I’d read before, or Sherlock Holmes stories, or books about the life cycle of the caddis fly; anything, really.

				Zoology was fairly easy for me. I’d had a head start, growing up in a household in which you didn’t just eat the Christmas turkey, you dissected it first. The rancid pickled cat brought in by the teacher was a challenge for other students, but not for me. My lab partner was rendered ill by such things, so I got to dissect her pithed frog as well as my own. The amphibian circulatory system held few mysteries for me.

				My worst subject was Latin grammar. I wandered off into drawing arms on the picture of the Venus de Milo or circulating silly conjunctions among my classmates:

				Pim piss pit, Pimus pisstis pants.

				Latin literature, however, was intriguing. The wartime misbehaviour of Julius Caesar, the descent of Aeneas into the Underworld accompanied by the Sibyl of Cumae, whose hair stood up on end when inspired…Hair. So significant. I wondered how I could get my own hair to do that, thereby inspiring me. But it would look weird, or wierd.

				I’d already read a translation of The Aeneid, given to me for Christmas by my parents in 1955 along with the two volumes of Robert Graves’s The Greek Myths. Graves was keen on Great Goddesses, as I myself was shortly to become. I also read my way through the backstory to The Aeneid—The Iliad, The Odyssey. Who knows when an “influence” may begin? My own 2005 book, The Penelopiad, had its origins fifty years before, when I’d been horrified by the brutal treatment dished out to Penelope’s twelve maids by Odysseus and Telemachus. After being made to clean up the blood from the suitors who’d raped them and were subsequently slaughtered by Odysseus, they were hanged in a line. “Their feet twitched, but not for very long.” A line I have always remembered.

				To this period as well I can trace the phrase Nolite te bastardes carborundorum. Don’t let the bastards grind you down. It was a school joke, not real Latin at all—bastardes is a mock-Latinization of an English word, and carborundorum comes from a grinding abrasive. I used it in my novel The Handmaid’s Tale. Who knew it would become a slogan for women’s rights many decades later?

				Arbor virga fuit. As the twig is bent, so grows the tree.

				Part of my study routine involved helping my Grade Thirteen boyfriend, Paul. He was good at math, but English literature—especially poetry—was opaque to him. This boyfriend was almost as prankish as I was. He was popular, a competitive swimmer, a joker. For Valentine’s Day he’d given me a real cow’s heart with an arrow stuck through it. My kind of guy! He’s portrayed in my story “My Last Duchess.”

				Paul and I were elected to do the class write-ups for the school yearbook, so it was I myself who co-wrote the following:

				
					Peggy’s not-so-secret ambition is to write THE Canadian novel—and with those English marks, who doubts that she will? Notorious for those Halloween Hop announcements, she surpassed herself by writing a singing commercial for the Reindeer Romp. Next year—U. of T.

				

				Was I taking myself seriously? As you can see from the tone: yes and no.

				Soon the exams were upon us. I never wrote a harder set of exams in my life. I was about as bad at Latin grammar as I had expected to be, but not any worse. I was as good at Zoology and Botany as anticipated; in fact, my marks were higher than in English, in which points were taken off for spelling mistakes. I did not faint or bleed; I wasn’t carried out on a stretcher. But I had nightmares about these particular exams for decades. I’d open the exam paper and it would be in Mandarin. Or it would be an Algebra exam—a subject I hadn’t taken. You know the kind of thing: standing onstage in front of a crowd in nothing but your underpants, exposed as a fool and a fraud.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 9

			The Tragedy of Moonblossom Smith

			[image: ]

			After a short breather, I left for my exciting full-time summer job—the first one for which I was actually paid. I did well in the exams—well enough to win a small university entrance scholarship, but it wouldn’t cover everything. Children of University of Toronto professors also got reduced tuition fees—as my brother had—but I was expected by my parents to earn enough money to make up the difference. They themselves had paid their own way through university, and they didn’t see why I shouldn’t do the same. Tuition fees were a lot lower then, and I could save money by living in my parents’ cellar. I couldn’t have afforded to go to any other university. Anyway, I didn’t want to.

			My exciting summer job was as a waitress at Camp Hurontario, a high-end boys’ camp situated on a rocky, glacier-scoured, windswept island in Georgian Bay, which is part of Lake Huron. Hurontario was what we used to call—in the days before LSD changed the meaning of trip—a “tripping camp,” specializing in canoe trips and sailing trips. We nine waitresses, apart from the wife of Birnie Hodgetts, the camp director, and the elderly dietician who was our immediate boss, were the only females on the island, which was just far enough from the mainland that the hormone-sodden teenage male counsellors couldn’t get there on their days off. You’d have to have had your head nailed on backwards not to have attracted a boyfriend, or two, or three. Or four.

			However, I was remaining true in my fashion to Paul. He’d got a job with the railways as a sous-chef and was speeding back and forth across Canada, marvelling at the wonders unfolding before him. The Rockies! The Prairies! The sunsets! The letters he wrote me were highly enthusiastic about the landscapes he was passing through, and I decided that one day I would pass through them myself.

			Our group of nine waitresses was composed of some upper-middle-class city girls whose parents knew Birnie and some small-town girls from the town of Port Hope, where Birnie taught history at a private boys’ school called Trinity. I was there because my parents knew the parents of a girl called Ann, from the Bennington Heights school, who was there because her parents also knew Birnie.

			I liked all of my fellow waitresses, a wisecracking, fun-loving bunch. We wore long blue dresses with white aprons over them. We served the platters of food to the tables full of campers and counsellors, cleared the tables, then washed up. We didn’t have a dishwasher, so we divided the job into table-clearers, plate-scrapers, washers, rinsers, and dryers, rotating the jobs so nobody got stuck with scraping, the messiest job. We had a transistor radio on which we played the Everly Brothers and other pop favourites while working. Sometimes we sang.

			We had a couple of cabins to ourselves, with beds that had such uncomfortable springs and mattresses that I sometimes slept on the floor. We also had a dock to ourselves, from which we would go swimming. I discovered from former camper John Fraser, my editor at Saturday Night magazine in the 1990s, that we were watched by a bunch of giggly boys hidden in the shrubbery. I incorporated this fact into a short story I called “True Trash,” after the romance magazines we used to read out loud to one another on our swim dock in order to laugh at them.

			I struck up a relationship with the Nature counsellor, and took to decorating cakes with frogs, fish, insects, worms, and spiders to be used as prizes in Nature contests. I then talked the waitresses and a group of the counsellors into performing an operetta I’d composed called The Tragedy of Moonblossom Smith. My co-producer was Sue Perry, who supplied the piano music, luckily saved her script, and recently sent it to me. The counsellors played the female leads as well as the male ones, the waitresses played the boy campers, known as “grubbies”—for this, we smeared our faces with dirt—and a counsellor-in-training ballet number featured the four tallest CITs leaping across the stage, holding high their brooms bearing toilet paper rolls. (John Sewell, destined to be the mayor of Toronto, was one of them. He told me that he’d been bitten by a rattlesnake the day before, but that I’d made him go on anyway. I wonder how I did that? I do remember the rattlesnake—we fried it and ate it, and I put it into a poem—but I don’t remember my own callous behaviour. One usually doesn’t.)

			The tunes were ripped off from existing ones, both classical and folk. The plot involved a love triangle and a pact with the devil, as well as a lot of in-jokes about the camp. It ended with the lead characters killing themselves with forks, after which—in the manner of Shakespearean tragedies performed in the sixteenth century—the dead people all came to life again, and there was a group chorus—a sentimental ballad about the camp itself. The performance was a success.

			That was my outward, frivolous Gemini side on display. Meanwhile, my secretive Scorpio self was wallowing in bleakness while attempting to read T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. This was my first real encounter with modern poetry, a grim and baffling affair. Despite the footnotes, I had little idea what the poem meant, but it certainly rearranged the inside of my head.

			

			—

			My father came to collect me in Port Hope at the end of the summer, and we drove for hours across northern Ontario, all the way to Quebec, and paddled seven miles down the lake. The moonlight came and went. Luckily the weather was calm. We navigated by the outlines of the hills against the sky. It was a convoluted lake, easy to get turned around in, especially in the dark.

			Many years later, I wrote this poem about that voyage down the dark lake. It’s from Interlunar.

			
				A Boat

				Evening comes on and the hills thicken;

				Red and yellow bleaching out of the leaves.

				The chill pines grow their shadows.

				Below them the water stills itself,

				a sunset shivering in it.

				One more going down to join the others.

				Now the lake expands

				and closes in, both.

				The blackness that keeps itself

				under the surface in daytime

				emerges from it like mist

				or as mist.

				Distance vanishes, the absence

				of distance pushes against the eyes.

				There is no seeing the lake,

				only the outlines of the hills

				which are almost identical,

				familiar to me as sleep,

				shores unfolding upon shores

				in their contours of slowed breathing.

				It is touch I go by,

				the boat like a hand feeling

				through shoals and among

				dead trees, over the boulders

				lifting unseen, layer

				on layer of drowned time falling away.

				This is how I learned to steer

				through darkness by no stars.

				to be lost is only a failure of memory.

			

			The dead trees were left over from when they’d flooded the lake back in the 1920s. They’d cut the shoreline but had missed some of the trees; their skeletons were still rising up out of the water. Some had broken off and had joined the other dangerous underwater stumps. As for the boulders, they had once been dry land, and before that they’d been embedded in glaciers. Every time you look at a piece of rock, you’re looking at a time machine. Everyone’s life is shaped by geology.

			
				I Learn to Drink Coffee

				In the fall of 1957, I entered university. I was two years younger than most of the other students, I didn’t know anyone, and although I may not have been anemic, I felt anemic. I didn’t know where anything was, what I was supposed to be doing, or how I should dress. I had to take the compulsory Physical Education course, which I hated, as it was filled with athletic damsels who were taller than me. (I chose badminton. You can imagine how loathsome that was: a hard white thing zinging toward my head through the air.) I couldn’t understand what most people were talking about—what was “existentialism”? I hadn’t yet discovered that they didn’t really know either.

				I once heard a story about a man from up north who’d come to the city for the first time. This was long ago, before there was television. In the city, he’d seen an elevator. People went into it and the doors closed. There was a pause, the doors opened again, and different people came out. Where had the original people gone? A box that went up and down would not be the first thing that would occur to you. However, the man stood in front of the elevator until he put two and two together. Aha!

				That story was told to me by my father. He admired the man: he’d been in an unfamiliar and confusing situation, but he’d used his wits and figured it out. I think the story was actually about my father, and then—once I’d heard it—it became about me. If I watched carefully, I’d be able to find out how stuff worked, whatever that stuff might be. Sometimes it was mechanical devices, such as sewing machines. But usually it was people. I’m still watching, but the wait time until the Aha moment has become a little shorter.

				How I should dress was the easiest thing to decipher. This was still the 1950s: trousers of any kind were not worn to university by females unless you had a good excuse, such as painting theatrical sets after class. There were three kinds of girls: the kind who wore camel-hair coats and cashmere sweaters with pearls and went to fraternity parties; the kind who wore plaid pleated skirts and lambswool sweaters, who dated aspiring accountants, and who would have been right at home in my former high school; and the kind who were artistic, or intellectual in an artistic way, who wore black eyeliner and black turtlenecks à la Juliette Gréco or Beatniks, and who hung out with the handful of male students then interested in the arts. (“Artsie-fartsies,” they were sometimes called by men who were more jock-like.)

				I certainly didn’t belong to the first group of girls, and never would. I could blend in with the second group, but I knew I was an infiltrator among them. I was frightened of the third group: they seemed so sophisticated and assured, and so expertly made up. Some of them even had…white lipstick! Since I was going to be a writer, I ought to have felt comfortable with the third group. But I was not sartorially equipped for it.

				Who was I, what was I doing there, what was happening? Asking myself such questions was how I spent my first year at university. My marks were indifferent. I lost my scholarship, as I’d feared I would. I did, however, learn to drink coffee. That was the bright side.

				I’d begun my first year in a course called “Philosophy and English” at Victoria College, one of the four undergraduate colleges within the University of Toronto. Vic, having been founded by Methodists, was more interested in social issues than the other three. It banned the snobby and exclusive fraternities and sororities permitted at the others. It was the only one with an English Department that hired women. Kathleen Coburn, a leading Coleridge scholar, taught the Romantics, and Jay Macpherson—who was herself a poet, and who was to become a lifelong friend—taught both the Victorian novel and Victorian poetry. Everything I learned about scansion in Tennyson I owe to her. She was also well informed on the sexual politics of the private life of Robert Graves and Laura Riding, having visited them on Mallorca. It was in Jay’s house that I saw my first Tarot pack, an essential for the study of T.S. Eliot.

				I knew little about Vic in advance. I’d chosen it because Miss Billings of Leaside High had told me it had the best English Department. I hadn’t gone into English Language and Literature—the four-year Honours course that provided total immersion—because I’d taken the advice of an older friend, who’d felt that Eng Lang and Lit would make me too narrow. I didn’t wish to be narrow; it was a disparaging word from my Nova Scotian childhood vocabulary: “So narrow you could sit three of him on a buggy seat and not see him unless you were looking sideways.” So instead, I’d entered Philosophy and English, which, in addition to making me philosophical, offered many English courses.

				I thought I might learn ethics and aesthetics, but I soon discovered that these were considered little more than frilly hobbies. The hardcore stuff was logical positivism, for which I had no affinity whatsoever: its doctrine—that only scientifically verifiable statements are meaningful—would put paid to poetry and fiction as essentially meaningless. Also, I was suspicious of “scientifically verifiable statements”; having grown up among scientists, I knew that science was always revising its truths. So I switched to full-blown Honours English, though retaining Philosophy as a minor. Earlier kinds of philosophy did me no harm, and everyone ought to study “Introductory Logic,” especially in these days of political ad hominems (“You are an evil Commie, therefore I am right”), non sequiturs (“Right-wingers are awful, therefore the price of eggs is too high”), and excluded middles (Either climate change is happening or it isn’t. Both cannot be true).

				At a Victoria College freshman mixer, I met a boy called Dennis Lee. He was in Honours English, and was obviously brilliant, having won the Prince of Wales scholarship for top marks in the province. (My own scholarship had been nowhere close in prestige.) He informed me—as we squidged our way awkwardly around the dance floor—that he intended to become a United Church minister. You’d think that would have been that, as far as I was concerned. But keep your eye on Dennis. He has a major role to play. Robertson Davies, in his outstanding novel Fifth Business, defines a fifth business as a character who is neither the hero nor the heroine, nor is he the antagonist. Instead, he’s the one who sets things in motion, often unwittingly.

				Dennis Lee was later to become the fifth business of a major part of my life.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 10

			Snake Woman
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			For three summers—1958, 1959, and 1960, when I was eighteen, nineteen, and twenty—I had a job at Camp White Pine, a small, co-educational, idealistic Reform Jewish summer camp that had opened in 1956 and was still in the process of creating itself. It was in Haliburton, a district known as “cottage country,” on a small lake called Lake Placid, formerly Hurricane Lake. The camp director, Joe Kronick, had changed the name so as not to alarm the parents.

			White Pine was looking for someone to start a Nature program and couldn’t lay their hands on a Jewish person interested in biology—everyone seemed to be headed for medicine, dentistry, or the law. And there I was, living next door to Joe’s wife’s cousin and acquainted with the ways of insects, mushrooms, frogs, newts, and their ilk.

			Joe liked to hire a variety of people: Jewish counsellors from all over, but also some non-Jewish people from different cultures and countries. He said he would build a Nature facility for me. (He did build one, eventually, after I’d left.) Meanwhile, I could start with a dual job: the Nature program, and also as co-counsellor in a cabin full of seven-year-old boys. This age group was called Kiwis; the others were Koalas, Dolphins, and Gnus, as an allusion to the WASPy camp habit of calling their age sections Robins, Bluejays, Hawks, and the like. (To those not nearly as old as me: a WASP is a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant.)

			There was even a camp song—every camp had to have one—that incorporated these exotic names:

			
				Oh, we are Kiwis, Koalas, Dolphins, and Gnus,

				There’s no other camp that

				We’d ever choose.

				Spirits are fine

				At Camp White Pine,

				It’s the best of all the rest!

				We really mean it—

				It’s the best of all the re-e-e-st!

			

			Joe had decided that the counsellors for the Kiwi boys should be female, since during the previous summer a male counsellor hadn’t paid enough attention to bowel movements, and one child had gone the whole summer without one and had had to be unplugged in the fall. (Surely this story was exaggerated—a whole two months? Wouldn’t that kill you?) Joe said he would add a bathroom on to an existing cabin so that I and my small-boy platoon and my girl co-counsellor wouldn’t have to use the collective male washroom. This job seemed like a good deal to me, and the pay would cover my next year’s tuition, more necessary than ever since I’d screwed up my scholarship.

			On my first day at camp, one of my little boys asked me, “Are you Jewish?”

			“No,” I said.

			“Are you Christian?”

			“No.” It was too complicated to tell him that I was a strict and actively practising agnostic.

			“Are you the cleaning lady?” Those were the three categories, it seemed.

			Contrary to my expectations and Joe’s proposal, no Nature facility had been readied for me. I ran the program from my Nature Hut, an abandoned tool shed that flooded when it rained. There was no attached washroom on the cabin: Bernice Eisen, my co-counsellor, and I had to line the boys up like little ducks in the mornings and march them over to the male washroom and shower house. At night we were supposed to “lift” the boys at 11 p.m. so they wouldn’t pee their beds, though they did anyway. Outside the male washroom, we would shout, “It’s Peggy and Bernice and we’re coming in!” and terrified boys and adolescent males would explode out the opposite door, all except for the exposure artist named—never mind, you know who you are, and that was long ago, and you thought it was funny.

			And so did we. Bernice loved to laugh, and that’s how we spent most of the summer, in waves of merriment. Much of our glee revolved around pee. The laundry service operated only weekly, so if there had been a bed-wetting episode, or two, or three, one of us would stay behind to rinse out the sheets and hang them on a fence while the other one took the kids to their activities.

			Our cabin provided a case study for the building of male hierarchies. Neil was top dog because he was the best at baseball—one of the most prized activities. (The others being tadpole-hunting and fire-starting—did I create a generation of arsonists who went home and set fire to their parents’ garages? I used to worry about that.) These kids enjoyed getting thoroughly dirty and wet, which they were probably not permitted to do at home. They liked going on overnights, where they were allowed to start fires and cook instant macaroni and cheese in a pot, stir the mixture with sticks, then eat the charcoal-spotted and twiggy contents.

			The second boy in the hierarchy was a small, bespectacled elf who was not athletic but who had a staggeringly large collection of baseball cards. The other boys were arranged downwards until you reached the bottom: a sweet boy named Alan, last to be picked for teams, who did, however, garner admiration from the others by taking out any peas he might find in his dinner and placing them on the table.

			At the beginning of the summer we had only one bed-wetter: Neil, the top banana. By the end, they were all—in emulation—wetting their beds, not to mention their sleeping bags on overnight trips. It was like a golf club: to belong, you had to show prowess, or at least status. At last young Alan finally managed to join. “I wet my bed!” he cried gleefully while a beaming smile lit up his face.

			

			—

			One day I went back to the cabin alone—it was my turn to rinse out the sheets—and found, in the middle of the floor—how to put this?—a large human turd. At least the perpetrator wasn’t suffering from constipation, I noted. I cleaned it up, wondering which one of the boys had done it. It was probably E., a somewhat lazy child, having found himself too far from the washroom; but still, the incident was worth taking to my section head, whose name was Ben. Ben had a pipe.

			I described the event. Ben puffed thoughtfully. (Puff, puff.) Had I antagonized any boy in the cabin? Not to my knowledge. (Puff, puff.) Maybe subconsciously? I didn’t think so. (Puff, puff.) I said it was probably E., too lazy to run for the washroom, but Ben wasn’t convinced. (Puff.) Ben told me to let him know if it happened again.

			I mentioned all of this casually to our next-door neighbour, Dick, who was going to be a rabbi. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,” he said comfortingly. “When it’s lights out.” So after I’d told the boys their bedtime story, Bernice and I went out of the cabin and Dick went in.

			“Fellows,” he said, “one of you did something today that wasn’t very nice.” He didn’t say what it was. “But I am really going to respect the fellow who owns up and says he did it. Now, I’m going to go around the cabin and you can whisper in my ear.”

			Inaudible sound of whispering.

			“Thank you, fellows. Good night.”

			The door opened and closed. Dick walked over to join us.

			“Well?” we asked.

			“Three of them said they did it.”

			

			—

			The two counsellors for a nearby cabin of eleven-year-old boys were Gus and Klaus. Both were rabbinical students from New York; they had arrived at camp in dark suits, black hats, white shirts, and slippery city shoes, with black briefcases everyone assumed contained Torahs. Neither had any experience with children. Even worse, neither had ever encountered the tangled, deceptive, swampy Canadian boreal forest, with its mosquitoes and blackflies.

			At least they were able to buy some Camp White Pine T-shirts at the tuck shop in lieu of their white shirts. They were thereafter to be observed falling out of sailboats and flailing around in canoes, not having any rubber-soled shoes.

			They shared their woes with me: camp was hell, their cabin was filled with torturing, disobedient demons, they hated the mosquitoes, why had they come? They also shared the fact that their briefcases contained not Torahs but bottles of beer. Alcohol was verboten at camp (though it was sometimes smuggled in via watermelons filled with gin: you drank it through straws). Could I take pity upon them and help them out?

			I could. I put them into a rowboat—less tippy than sailboats or canoes—and rowed them out behind the single island of Lake Placid/Hurricane. We attached the bottles of beer to lengths of string with floats and sank them in the lake. When things got too much for them, I would row them out behind the island again so they could at least have a cold beer. Grateful, they taught me how to swear in both Yiddish and Hebrew. Rich and useful vocabularies.

			I’ve stayed in touch with Gus since. He did become a rabbi. Favourite quote:

			
				Me: So, what about the Book of Job?

				Gus: (Pause. Thinking.) Let me put it this way. The authorities are agreed: God does not come out of this with clean hands.

			

			Henry Singer was the Kiwis and Koalas section head, but he was also a medical student. He told me a lot of yarns. For instance, the medical students used to obtain severed hands from the dissecting room and put them in one another’s pockets, for a surprise. They would also snitch cut-off penises, wait until someone was standing next to them at the urinal, then say, “This thing doesn’t work worth fuck!” and fling it into the urinal.

			When doing duty in the emergency room, Henry had to deal with a man who was very worried because his pee was blue. Turned out he’d stuffed a blue crayon up into his bladder. (Must have been painful.) Another man had shoved his dick into a faucet, where it got stuck. He’d had to call a plumber, and had arrived at the hospital with the faucet still attached to him, though detached from the wall. Then there was another man who’d inserted a soldering iron into his nether opening and plugged it in. He’d been dead when discovered, but had smelled deliciously of roast beef. Was Henry making these things up to shock the bourgeoisie, namely me? He did succeed somewhat.

			Two favourite quotes of Henry’s: “If only you were Jewish, I would marry you.” (It was a joke-compliment of sorts.) And, the best: “The thing about the human body is, it’s dark in there.” So true. I quoted Henry in my book about the scribbler’s art, On Writing. Novels and poems, too, are shadowy caves: when you go into them as a writer, it’s dark in there.

			

			—

			When it came time to invent the Nature program, it had to be basic, since I had no lab and no equipment, such as microscopes. I ran some contests—what is this plant?—with Nature-themed cakes for prizes, as at Camp Hurontario. My accomplice was the head cook, an elderly man with a European background. He added to my repertoire of cake decorations by showing me how to make a classic rose, the kind you see in pastry shops. First he made the rose; then, in green icing, the stem; and finally the leaves.

			“A rose without a leaf is like a woman without honour,” he would say, twinkling enigmatically while adding a leaf. I have pondered this since. Was it a fig leaf, as in the Eden story? What is “honour,” and is it different for women and men? Is women’s honour tied exclusively to sex and men’s to defending their reputations with dueling pistols and/or war? Does either kind of honour have anything to do with telling the truth and keeping promises? These are novelists’ questions as well as human questions. And cake-decorating, important in my real life, was soon to acquire a more ample metaphorical dimension in my fiction.

			One of the men who worked in the kitchen, at the potato-peeling level, had a number tattooed on his arm. We counsellors all knew what it meant, but we didn’t talk about it, which you might find peculiar at a Jewish camp. Strange as it may seem today, the Holocaust was not much discussed publicly in the 1950s.

			The horrible truth of the concentration camps had become clear by 1945. Shocking photo-essays were published in Time and Life, magazines seen by many millions of readers. The Nuremberg Trials that ran through to the end of 1946 were followed closely. Then there had been a pause. Among the first films to delve into that grisly past was Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog (1956), which was shown widely in France and Germany despite censorship efforts, and which I saw in Toronto in the early 1960s. There has been considerable debate since over “the silence of the historians” in the 1950s.

			Why the hiatus? Was it the feeling that all of that was then, the war was now far away, the 1950s was a new, hopeful start, and people should just forget it? Or was the silence due to the Cold War and the division of Germany into capitalist West and threatening Communist East? Did the powers that be think, Let’s not antagonize the West Germans by reminding them of what had gone on? Was it that Western nations felt shame over not having believed the few Jewish escapees and survivors’ reports of mass murder? Was it that children should be protected from the knowledge of such atrocities?

			I don’t know. I merely record the fact that, though it was a subsonic drumbeat during my three years at White Pine, the Holocaust was not openly mentioned. It wasn’t yet even called the Holocaust: not until a couple of decades later did that term come into general use. “Spirits are fine / At Camp White Pine.” And they were.

			

			—

			My Nature program became an “activity,” like Arts and Crafts or Baseball or Sailing, so campers could sign up for it. My customers were mostly the youngest boys: they retained an interest in toads, snails, poisonous mushrooms, snakes, and my other offerings, which the older ones had shed in favour of canoe trips and waterskiing. I took the little ones on walks in the forest. We made mushroom spore prints. We collected small creatures such as toads, frogs, and newts, and held them captive for a couple of days in a glass aquarium—at least there was that—before releasing them. We did our best, under the circumstances.

			One day I brought a snake into the dining hall. “See? They aren’t slimy at all.” Screams! Yechs! Get that thing away from me’s! Possibly the snake in the dining hall was a mistake? Here is the incident, rendered true to life, from a later suite called “Snake Poems”:

			
				Snake Woman

				I was once the snake woman,

				the only person, it seems, in the whole place

				who wasn’t terrified of them.

				I used to hunt with two sticks

				among milkweed and under porches and logs

				for this vein of cool green metal

				which would run through my fingers like mercury

				or turn to a raw bracelet

				gripping my wrist:

				I could follow them by their odour,

				a sick smell, acid and glandular,

				part skunk, part inside

				of a torn stomach,

				the smell of their fear.

				Once caught, I’d carry them,

				limp and terrorized, into the dining room,

				something even men were afraid of.

				What fun I had!

				Put that thing in my bed and I’ll kill you!

				Now, I don’t know.

				Now I’d consider the snake.

			

			My Nature position made me a member of the head staff, which met daily in a circle of lawn chairs in front of the dining hall, along with the section heads. We talked over how things were going and thought up new capers, such as the themed three-day campwide programs. These mixed the age groups. Each team would make banners, put together costumes, then play an energetic variant of Capture the Flag.

			The campwides were always launched at night. The campers would be woken up and told that an amazing thing had happened. Then the show would begin. One year the theme was World Peace. Two aliens had landed, and were standing in a bonfire. They had a message to deliver: if we did not achieve World Peace in three days, they would blow up the Earth.

			The little kids started crying. The big kids said, “It’s only Phil and Nate in asbestos suits.” That was the tone of campwides: you believed and you did not believe. In any case, you dressed up.

			The head staff members were named after their specialties—Gerry Swimming, Beryl Horses, Phil Sailing, Beck Arts and Crafts. Thus I became Peggy Nature.

			
				Joe the Communist and Other White Pine Friends

				“So, you worked for that Communist, Joe Kronick!” a veteran of that era said to me recently.

				“Joe wasn’t a Communist,” I replied. “He was a social worker.”

				Joe was definitely a human rights guy, but that hardly qualifies as Communist; rather the reverse, in my opinion. It’s true that a number of red-diaper babies at camp taught us folk songs of the Great Depression, trade union hymns, and idealistic ditties about how the peoples of the world all shared the same blood types, but that was par for the times.

				Joe’s focus was not on achieving competitive mastery in sailing or waterskiing, but on the whole experience of the camper. Kids should learn how to get along together, share, and have a good time, Joe felt. World Peace, in other words. More easily said than done.

				For the staffers, he would bring in not only after-hours non-kosher treats such as Chinese food, but speakers who would explain grown-up topics to us. One of these was Alan Borovoy from the Canadian Civil Liberties Association, who later became its general counsel. He told us in riveting detail how the CCLA would go about exposing apartment buildings that were discriminating on the basis of race or religion. First they’d send in a Black or Jewish couple. If the landlord said there were no vacancies, they’d send in another couple who were none of the above. If the apartment was then rented to this new couple, there was the proof.

				I was talking recently to a friend of mine, Ric Young, who’d been a Dolphin camper during my time as Peggy Nature, and had grown up to be an expert in transformational social change. “I hated nature,” he confessed, “and stayed very far away from it.” I suggested he’d come to see the error of his ways, given that he co-founded the first Indigenous-governed conservancy in Kenya, the Nashulai Maasai Conservancy—widely cited as a “biodiversity hero” and “an incubator for human rights.” “So,” I said, “your entire life was formed by Camp White Pine.”

				“Oh fuck!” he said. “I’ve never thought about it. But you’re right!”

				And so it was for many. I date the onset of my own serious interest in civil liberties and human rights from that time.

				

				—

				One day a bratty fifteen-year-old showed up at the Nature Hut. It was Charlie Pachter, the assistant Arts and Crafts teacher. Charlie was later to become Charles, a collaborator of mine and an eminent artist, but back then he was just Charlie.

				His origin story of our relationship: I “made” him stroke a toad to show him they weren’t slimy. My origin story: The toad-stroking was initiated by several curious questions on his part, followed by an invitation: “Go on, it’s okay, you can touch it.” Obviously, I had no way of coercing him—no one strokes a toad at a summer camp against his will. But it wouldn’t be the last time I’d be credited with having more power than I actually possess.

				Once, when my very staid Nova Scotian grandmother was visiting us in Toronto, Charlie waltzed in. He’d been raiding the Salvation Army for Camp White Pine drama costumes. “Look, a strapless! Look, a fur shruggie!” He twirled around. My grandmother was mesmerized.

				“He’s an artist,” I told her. Well. That explained everything.

				Although they adored each other, Charlie and his mother had an odd relationship. She’d thrown away a papier-mâché duck he’d been making when a child—destroyed his Work of Art! Trauma! To add insult to injury, she used to say to him, “You want to paint, paint the kitchen chairs.” I could empathize: nobody was that keen on me being a writer either.

				Charlie took revenge by nicknaming his mother “Dibbles,” after a witch in a television program. He also pulled pranks. For instance: His mother had two lamps in their living room in the shapes of “Arabian dancers”—scantily clad, male and female. One day when his mother’s bridge club was due in the afternoon, Charlie glued steel wool into the armpits and crotches of the lamps, then waited behind the door for the reaction.

				At first, nothing happened. Then one of the bridge ladies said, “Sarah! What’s wrong with your lamps?” Silence, then a voice: “Charles! You’re rotten! Rotten to the core!”

				Rick Salutin, later a playwright, journalist, graphic novel writer, and memoirist, came up to visit Charlie Pachter at camp. Rick was a pious, obnoxious, sanctimonious twerp in those days, as he himself now freely admits. He said later that he did all that praying to annoy his father, who was very secular, a compulsive gambler, and an actively unpleasant dad. Once Rick had got over his praying and had ventured out onto the sea of letters, he sought me out for my vast experience—at age twenty-seven—and we became close friends. When I wanted someone to go to the Barbie movie with me recently, whom did I choose but Rick? (He liked it.)

				

				—

				In my second year, Joe sent me off to a woodsy-lore pre-camp in Maine with two of my fellow team members, Nate and Steve, so we could brush up on our survival skills in case we got lost in the woods (though, in my case, with a clutch of eight-year-olds on an overnight on the shores of Lake Placid and the lights of the camp clearly visible, I was unlikely to go astray). The Maine camp was very non-Jewish. At White Pine, the witticisms were at my expense—“You don’t look Jewish” or, in fact, “You look Jewish to me.” But here, Nate and Steve were surrounded by, excuse me, the goyim, and it made them nervous. This wasn’t so long after the war, remember—a war during which Canada kept out Jewish refugees fleeing death at the hands of Nazis. “None is too many” is the memorable phrase supposed to have been spoken by a senior official in the government of Mackenzie King, the Canadian wartime prime minister. Even as late as 1960, quotas were applied on Jewish students entering medical school; the Rideau Club in Ottawa was off-limits to Jews, as was the similar Granite Club of haute-WASP Toronto-ites until the 1970s.

				You can see why Nate and Steve would have been apprehensive. They stuck to me like glue: surely I would know how to navigate this potentially menacing world. I kept an eye on them, mother-henned them, and made sure they ate a good breakfast.

				While honing my wilderness skills, I cut the ring finger of my left hand to the bone with a hatchet. (My excuse: it was raining.) How interesting to look inside your own body! Also, how painful. We were far from hospitals, but a camp nurse put a butterfly stitch on the cut. For years I had no feeling in the end of that finger, but I do now.

				Life lesson: Nerves can regenerate.

				

				—

				Beryl Horses (full name Beryl Fox) was from out west, an unknown quantity for many Ontarians. She was beautiful, calm, and authoritative, and horses loved her. She later became a filmmaker, best known for her 1965 documentary film, The Mills of the Gods: Viet Nam, which was an early and shocking in-depth portrait of U.S. forces and also of the Vietnamese during that war. She would go on to acquire the film rights to my second published novel, Surfacing, in which the young R.H. Thomson, who became a well-known stage and television actor, played one of the protagonists. The director was Claude Jutra, widely admired for the 1973 film Kamouraska, based on the novel by Anne Hébert, a poet I esteemed. It turned out that Jutra, unbeknownst to himself, had developed early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. I later met someone who’d been on the Surfacing shoot. “We’d say to him, ‘The scene is ready,’ ” my contact told me. “And he’d say, ‘What scene?’ We just thought he was smoking a lot of dope.” The film was disappointingly incoherent. When Jutra discovered the truth about his illness, he drowned himself in the St. Lawrence River.

				But in the late 1950s at White Pine, all of that was in the future. Did Beryl and I really sneak into the Trip Cabin and glue the shoes of the trip staff to the floor? Did we let loose a sackful of frogs? (I regret the frogs.) Did we cover the doorknob with shaving foam, then tiptoe outside, then bang on the door? Were there shouts and curses as the boys leapt up and tried to put on their shoes, only to find them stuck to the floor and full of frogs? Did I hasten back to my cabin and pretend to be asleep? All of this happened as I have said. The trip staff suspected Beryl, broke a raw egg into her hair, and threw her into the lake. They knew that two must have been in on it, but they never caught innocent-looking me, and Beryl didn’t rat me out. For this I have always been grateful.

				

				—

				Once Peggy Nature, always Peggy Nature. It’s disconcerting to have a balding retired lawyer I don’t recognize at all, but who was eight when I was eighteen, accost me in public:

				“Peggy Nature! Is it really you?”

				Yes. It is I. Peggy Nature is one of my disguises.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 11

			The Bohemian Embassy
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			My university life over those three years was hectic. My course required heavy lifting in every sphere of English Literature, beginning with Anglo-Saxon and continuing, century by century, until the middle of the twentieth century. Add to that French Literature and Philosophy as minors. It wasn’t a stroll in the park.

			I did most of my studying in the old Victoria College library, which had long tables with green-glass-shaded reading lamps and was run by an intrepid soul called Miss Honey. Miss Honey was somewhat curiously organized: she once filed The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway’s novel featuring bullfighting, under Animal Husbandry. After I’d graduated, I had a dream in which I returned from the dead through the Vic library lawn. Having erupted out of the sod covered in mud, I shambled into the library, where Miss Honey was presiding. She didn’t turn a hair.

			During those three years, I was also entangled in the university arts world. Because so few students were interested in the arts, there was a lot of overlap: you might find yourself helping out with the Debating Club one day, designing a cover for the literary magazine the next, then acting out comic skits in the annual Victoria College Bob Revue. My best star turn was as a Beatnik poet, who recited a poem with lines of one word rhyming either with depression or deflation.

			“There’s Peggy Atwood playing herself,” one wag was heard to remark.

			I also performed as Lady Haughty, one of the Court Ladies, in a production of Ben Jonson’s cross-dressing play, Epicœne, or The Silent Woman. I drew the program cover and printed the poster, since I also ran a cash-and-carry silkscreen poster business from the ping-pong table in my parents’ cellar. I made posters for campus musicals and plays. My only competition was a boy called Barry Zaid, who was much better than me and became a professional graphic artist. But I was cheaper.

			One day I was painting a theatre set when two lads rushed up: Stephen Lewis—later the leader of the New Democratic Party in Ontario, and later yet Canada’s ambassador to the United Nations—and Gerry Caplan, who was Gerry Swimming from Camp White Pine, later to become a political activist and an expert on genocide. “Quick! Come with us!” they said. “It’s the student parliament, and someone in our party is sick. We need you to vote!”

			“But I’m covered with paint,” I said.

			“Doesn’t matter.”

			“But I don’t know how to vote!” I protested.

			“Just put your hand up when we do.” So I did. This was my introduction to politics.

			After hours, we students might go to the King Cole Room, a “beverage room” in the cellar of the Park Plaza Hotel near campus. It had on the wall a mural of Old King Cole being a merry old soul, i.e., drunk. What was served was ten-cent draft beer. Toronto was a blue-law city then: you weren’t allowed to drink alcohol where anyone might see you lest they be corrupted, which meant you drank in cellars, or in dark main-floor cocktail bars with the curtains closed, or—the lone fresh-air example—on the rooftop patio of the Park Plaza, where on warm days you could drink outside. The rooftop patio had shiny little black tables: I put them into the scene in The Edible Woman in which the protagonist disappears under a table. A legendary bartender named Harold had been there so long he was most likely a vampire, but I wasn’t to make his acquaintance until after I’d graduated. For now, undergraduates drank in the King Cole Room, where they didn’t ask your age.

			To prevent hookers (as people said then) from soliciting and single men from pestering women, the room was divided into two sections. Men Only was, by reputation, a dismal place—there might be fights and vomit—so boys would get you to smuggle them into Ladies and Escorts. That way they could have a more civilized and possibly puke-free experience. In return, they would pay for your ten-cent draft beer.

			The crucial arts conversations took place there, or else in the coffee shop of Wymilwood, the student centre at Vic, where now-famous Lawren Harris paintings were strewn about the walls with nobody bothering to steal them. Many of the artsy kids were actors, and as there was next to no professional theatre in Canada then, they went to England after graduating. One of these was Donald Sutherland: I saw him in a campus production of Sartre’s No Exit, in which he was riveting. Donald’s nickname was said to be Fish because he drank like one. He was also said to have been expelled from Burwash Hall, the men’s residence, for pissing out a window on top of a passing don. The don was a coincidence, the pissing not: many Burwash boys pissed out of windows.

			Was any of this true? Who knows. Donald Sutherland was already a myth, though few know that an early role of his was as one of the three witches in an Italian production of Macbeth.

			
				Harold Gets Married

				That’s Harold my brother, not Harold the vampire bartender. He got married in December 1959, when I was twenty and he was a graduate fellow. Having been impervious to girls, since he was unable to tell when they were flirting with him, Harold was finally speared by a fellow student who’d been in a biology class with him. The girl was Lenore Mendelson. I was pleased that her name was Lenore, like the Poe heroine and my pet praying mantis. Lenore herself was in the habit of quoting Poe: a “rare and radiant maiden.” She was the daughter of Shier Mendelson, the legendary Toronto open-water swimmer, and a member of a family with several math geniuses in it—including Cousin Nathan, who worked on the Manhattan Project.

				Lenore, pretending she was bad at math, would ask Harold to help her with math problems to which she already knew the answers. A breakthrough came when he invited her to go skiing. She had never been skiing before in her life, but she accepted with alacrity. Up they went to the top of the hill. He pushed off and went whizzing down. She pushed off, went whizzing down, fell, broke a ski, sprained her ankle, and had to be carried from the field, just as in the movies. “I don’t know what happened,” she said. “I must have hit a bump.”

				Harold finally proposed in the following manner. He had invited Lenore to go for a walk in a park. They passed by a pond on which a duck and her ducklings were swimming. “How would you like to have some baby ducks?” he inquired. Biologists. So focused.

				These stories came to me via Lenore, an accomplished storyteller. She once said to me, “Put me in one of your novels, but make me twenty-one and a blonde.” She herself began a novel about a Jewish female vampire that remains unfinished. I won it as a prize in a family holiday game, and have had it in my Vampires collection ever since.

				Harold became a neurophysiologist specializing in the synapse. Lenore became a ceramic artist. Together they produced three babies, who became a physicist, a materials engineer, and, after a stint as a Chinese archaeology student, a lawyer specializing in marine law. Lenore used to make pots shaped like open mouths to keep your pencils in and cookie jars in the shape of breasts, with lids that came off via the nipple. She signed them M. Atwood, for “Mrs. Atwood” she claimed.

				I was once in a gift shop, using my credit card. The man behind the counter looked at the name. “Atwood,” he said.

				“Yes,” I replied modestly, expecting a comment on my books.

				“Any relation to Lenore Atwood?”

				“She’s my sister-in-law,” I said, deflated.

				“Oh my god! I just love her tits!”

				After a while, Lenore specialized in ceramic elephants. You could get them customized. A surgeon ordered up an elephant performing a liver transplant on another elephant, but sent it back to be altered because the liver was the wrong colour. “It has to be a diseased liver,” he said. “I would never take out a healthy one.”

				Creativity comes in many forms.

			

			
				Writerland

				I was writing, writing a lot, writing more. I already had a drawerful of manuscripts. I was now in a poetic world with a lot of waste paper and garbage cans and coffee cups in it, because by now I’d thoroughly assimilated T.S. Eliot. I put into my poems the Toronto snow melting in spring, revealing suitably depressing soggy old newspapers and dog poo: that slice of life wasn’t available to Eliot, I thought, because it didn’t snow much in London.

				The only person in the family who was pleased by my determination to be a writer was my Aunt Joyce Barkhouse, my mother’s youngest sister, later to become a well-known children’s author. She sent one of my coffee-cup-and-dog-poo-strewn free verse compositions to a second cousin who was an English professor; he in turn sent it to a real poet called Douglas Lochhead. This man pronounced it “promising,” and said I should be encouraged.

				What a validation! I was off and running—spattering the Victoria College literary magazine with poems, stories, and illustrations, while searching out small literary journals in the college library. I’d type up my poems with two fingers on my mother’s portable Remington and send them off to magazines, with a self-addressed stamped envelope. Then I’d get them back with curt notes saying they weren’t suitable for the magazine’s needs at this time. “At this time” was so encouraging. Maybe next time?

				At first, in the college magazine, I published under the name of Peggy. Then I was told by one who should know—John Robert Colombo, an impresario of poetry on campus—that if I continued to use Peggy, an inherently lightweight name, I would never be taken seriously as a writer. So I changed my writing name to M.E. Atwood, using initials rather than my first name so I wouldn’t be tagged as a girl. How did I know this might dampen my chances? Everyone knew it. There was Walt Whitman and then there was Emily Dickinson. There was Tennyson and then there was Christina Rossetti. Major. Minor.

				Finally, I got a poem published in the real world outside the college literary magazines. The poem was about peonies and ants, and was published in a small magazine called the Canadian Forum. I was elated, and slightly terrified. The future lit up like a lurid neon sign—lurid because I was now acceptable to the Muses, a dubious bunch. Terrified because we all knew how doomed poets were; especially female poets, who were bound to have solitary, or promiscuous, or morbid, or short lives. (“Suicidal” had not yet been added to the mix: Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton were still alive.) However, if you were a prose writer as well as a poet, you might escape the worst. George Eliot had led a somewhat sober life. So had Jane Austen.

				I shared the news of my first official poetic publication with my mother, who was peeling carrots at the time.

				“The Canadian Forum?” she asked. “What’s that?”

				So it was to remain. The self of mine that my mother loved was Peggy, who wrote rhyming birthday cards, who staged children’s parties, and who put on idiotic skits. She could understand all of that: it was the kind of thing the Young People’s group used to do, back at her local church in Nova Scotia. My M.E. Atwood self frightened and confused her, and she did her best to ignore it. When she was quite old, she had my brother enlarge her favourite picture of me, in which I am three. I’m gazing up at the sky with a wide-eyed, spiritual, wondering look. That was the version of me she cherished.

				In her mistrust of the writerly me, she would not be alone. How often have I heard, at book signings, “But your writing is so dark! I wasn’t expecting you to be funny!”

				A good question to ponder. Which one of these personae is real? And why can’t it be both?

				

				—

				The December 1958 edition of Acta Victoriana—a magazine already much besprinkled by entries from both myself and Dennis Lee, who had stopped wanting to be a United Church minister and now wished to be a writer—includes a curious poem titled “Spratire,” by Shakesbeat Latweed. It consists of four parts, each one a riff on a line from the nursery poem:

				
					Jack Spratt could eat no fat,

					His wife could eat no lean,

					And so betwixt them both

					They licked the platter clean.

				

				The first stanza of “Spratire” is self-evidently T.S. Eliot, the second is Shakespeare, the third is Dylan Thomas of A Child’s Christmas in Wales, and the fourth is Beat—possibly Kerouac. Dennis and I, collectively Shakesbeat Latweed—Shakespeare and Beat, Lee and Atwood—wrote it at my parents’ dining-room table, laughing our heads off. This was an image of the writerly me that my mother did appreciate: the laughing, the giddy invention.

				Here is “Spratire,” so you can see what we were finding so hilarious. (Note: Canada Packers was a meat-packing plant and Molson a two-hundred-year-old brewery.)

				
					Spratire

					Canada Packers is the cruellest brand, introducing

					That which cannot be employed, producing

					Fat which cannot be enjoyed, by

					Spratt: daemonic, chthonic fat.

					FAT: I have measured out the coffee with tablespoons.

					FATTER: This is the way the meal ends, not with more.

					FATTEST: Fat but with shrimps.

					O elephantine spouse, that dids’t aspire

					To span within the compass of thy jaws

					The Herculean trencher! Yet with all

					The round perfection of thy ample form

					(Which frotheth like the gentle brew from Molson’s)

					Thou coulds’t not teach thyself with self-taught pleas

					Thyself to feed on any but the rich

					And royal rinds of alabaster Fat,

					All leanness leaving.

					Narrator: …There were always two; and the never-to-be-forgotten mutton of that unremembered meal rests there in the boned and baconed breakfast-nook at the edge of the stuffinged and gravy-scrapinged Welsh-speaking sink, with the two perched like huge and double-helpinged birds on the precarious edges of their chairs.

					(Noise of knife being sharpened)…(Fade)…Like…like…

					Like moving angelic over, and her psyche kept blamming real inward, with the torrent of tearing, toothy, tumescent tickleness and tongues outlicking and inslurping on the fat fulsome platterplate like real beat, it is very clean now, it is very gleaming, like wow!

				

				Did we have no reverence? Of course we did. You can’t write parody without an understanding of the inner sinews and thrust and form and sentence structure and vocabulary of the work you are parodying.

				Shakesbeat Latweed was such a hit that he continued to write, using me as his medium, even when Dennis had gone on to better things. Actually, he had gone on to Germany for a gap year, thus making it possible for me to get the Woodrow Wilson graduate-school scholarship that he would have won otherwise. Shakesbeat continued as a Thing for a while after both Dennis and I had left, but he wasn’t the same. Any Shakesbeat piece appearing after the spring of 1961 is not by me. Or us.

				

				—

				Shakesbeat made fun of everything, including “mythopoeia.” It was, in some circles, the Age of Mythology: Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism had come out in 1957, following his amazing study of William Blake, Fearful Symmetry, and he was all the rage. (I myself suspect Blake made up all those weird names in his long narrative poems to avoid getting thrown in jail for dangerous political opinions, but who knows?) Frye taught a course called “The Bible as Literature,” which was always packed, since everyone audited it. Let Us Compare Mythologies was the title of the first volume of poetry by that young campus heartthrob, Leonard Cohen, not yet a famous singer-songwriter. In 1960, the poet and playwright James Reaney started a magazine called Alphabet, dedicated entirely to works that exemplified the mythopoeic vision; he was one of my own early publishers. Reaney was surely one of the oddest poets ever to grace the earth. Who else would have written a long dialogue poem in Spenserian stanzas about a flock of geese discussing life, love, and death in an Ontario farmyard? Spoiler: Some of them get slaughtered for Christmas.

				Northrop Frye was an omnivorous reader: Shakespeare and Milton and Blake, yes, but also science fiction, detective novels, romances, comic books, the complete works of Sir Walter Scott—all was grist for his formidable intellectual mill. I took only one course from him. It was Milton—potentially heavy-going—but Frye was a very lucid lecturer, as well as a funny one. You had to listen carefully to pick up the sly allusions and the quotes from dirty jokes, but they were there.

				“Dr. Frye,” one female fan gushed to him at an afternoon reception, “is there anything you don’t know everything about?”

				“Well,” he replied dryly, “perhaps Japanese flower-arranging.” He then proceeded to give an in-depth disquisition on Japanese flower-arranging. No, there wasn’t much he didn’t know everything about.

				Frye read the college literary magazine, including Shakesbeat Latweed’s spoof on himself—a mythopoeic analysis of the Bromo radio commercial, and also of Ajax, the foaming cleanser, locked in epic combat with his antagonist, Dirt—but he didn’t hold this against me. He was evidently keeping an eye on me, because it was he who suggested I apply for a Woodrow Wilson scholarship and go to Harvard. Universities were handing out such invitations freely then because they could see the tidal wave of baby boomers rolling in, and there were not enough teachers of English literature to fill the need. There were not enough of anything.

				My own idea was to immigrate to London or France, work as a waitress, live in a garret, and write in my spare time. Frye said he thought I would have more time to write if I went to graduate school, and also (he implied), I would have more money. I did work as a waitress, later, and he was right on both counts.

				Each graduating student was assigned a career adviser. Mine said I should drop all these writing and graduate-school ideas because they would not make me happy. Instead, I should find a good man and get married. You can imagine what I thought of that. I did not quote John Stuart Mill to him: “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied.”

				Besides Frye, there were two other very hot items on campus—by “hot,” I mean those with renown outside our own small academic bubble. One was an anthropologist named Edmund “Ted” Carpenter, who, along with the third very hot item—Marshall McLuhan—founded the Seminar on Culture and Communication and the magazine Explorations. As a student, I was aware of both, though McLuhan shone brighter in my firmament: he’d published his first book, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man, in 1951, and it was the stuff of subversive legend. You couldn’t buy it in a bookstore—rumour had it that some of the companies whose ads McLuhan skewered had had it suppressed—but you could get one out a window at the back of McLuhan’s Toronto house, which I did.

				This book delighted me very much, as it included the same 1940s ads I’d been cutting out and pasting into scrapbooks with Elmer’s glue when home sick from school. Some of my favourites were there—a woman gazing into the rainy sky and feeling consoled because her dead husband is in a metal grave vault and thus won’t get…wet? (Even as a child I knew this was ridiculous. What did they think happened to corpses?) And the woman drowning in a pool marked Doubt, Inhibitions, Ignorance, and Misgivings. It was so allegorical. Almost John Bunyanesque. The Giant Misgivings? The Slough of Inhibitions? The ad was for the potent germ-killer Lysol, which—though the ad didn’t blurt it out—you were supposed to stuff up your female region so you wouldn’t stink. It can’t have been good for your health.

				During this period, when I was writing a lot of mythology-themed poetry, I was delving into Robert Graves. I already had his two volumes of Greek myths, but now I’d got hold of The White Goddess, in the 1958 Vintage paperback edition. To sum it up: On the one hand, women were important. On the other hand, Graves’s version of female poets was not good news for me and my vocation. According to him, the White Triple Goddess widely worshipped throughout the Mediterranean had three forms: Maiden, Sexpot (I forget his name for this), and Crone, the three of them corresponding to Artemis, the virgin moon goddess; Aphrodite, goddess of love; and Hecate, ruler of the Underworld. The White Triple Goddess was the Muse who inspired all male poets—the Nightmare Life-in-Death of Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the Irish goddess Brigid, Marian the sea goddess. As three times three, she was the Nine Muses, once powerful as inspirers of ecstatic poetry but reduced by the Athenians to ladies-in-waiting to Apollo. (Note: She was white not because she was “Caucasian” but because she was [a] the moon and [b] a death goddess.)

				Graves wished to restore the Triple Goddess to her rightful place, but her rightful place included killing her lovers. If you were a woman poet of any worth, you had to incarnate the goddess as Muse and do some lover-killing yourself. For a family-minded girl like myself, brought up on the idea of partnership marriage, this would have posed a few problems. (It’s a paradigm that conceals the widespread message of the times: A woman could have a family or a career but not both.)

				Here’s my ink drawing of the White Goddess from Acta Victoriana. You can see she isn’t very pleased. And is that blood?

				
					
						[image: An ink drawing of the White Goddess from Acta Victoriana]
					

				

				

				—

				When I wasn’t worrying about the Triple Goddess, I was worrying about evil political behaviour. Many people had fled the Soviet Bloc, joining Toronto’s other postwar immigrant communities. I volunteered to help out in an English as a Second Language (ESL) program, and was assigned a woman who was forty or fifty or even sixty—hard for me to tell. She’d been a doctor in Czechoslovakia and had escaped, but was still suffering. What she wanted me to do was correct her pronunciation by listening to her read articles from Reader’s Digest about the horrors of Communism behind the Iron Curtain, especially for political prisoners. (This was before Solzhenitsyn published The Gulag Archipelago in 1973.) Lice were involved, also starvation and enforced sex.

				Around the same time, I read Henri Alleg’s La Question, with an introduction by Jean-Paul Sartre. “The question” referred to torture, as in “being put to the question.” Alleg had been the editor of a newspaper, Alger républicain, which had been banned by the French government of Algiers. He went underground but was caught and “put to the question” in an unsuccessful attempt to get him to disclose the names of those who had helped him. His book—written in prison and smuggled out—described in detail the torture methods used, sold sixty thousand copies on publication, and was then banned in France. Sartre’s introduction makes a link between what the Nazis did to the French and what the French then did in Algiers: we learn to torture from being tortured.

				Life lesson: Governments, such as Communist ones, that claim to be helping “the people” can do terrible things. So can governments that claim to be democracies, extolling liberty, equality, and fraternity. So could your own government. Nobody is immune.

				Adrienne Clarkson, a refugee from a different political conflict, also came into my life at this time. She later became the Governor General of Canada, the Crown’s representative, and thus the de facto head of the country. Before that, she was Ontario’s agent-general in France after travelling the world as a telejournalist with a program called The Fifth Estate. But before that, she was a fellow Honours English student at the University of Toronto. She was a student writer then, and her name was Adrienne Poy. She has a memory of me reading my poetry in the Trinity College common room at a gathering of writers. She says I was impressive. Or at least memorable, which is not quite the same. I’d read a story of hers in one of the college magazines and was excited by it. It had a cardigan with the kind of woolly balls that sweater shavers were invented to eliminate, and I thought this feature—along with the toilet-cleaning also in the story—was the height of artistic realism.

				When she was two, Adrienne’s family had escaped from the Japanese invasion of China with hardly any belongings. They were on the last boat out of Hong Kong. Adrienne then bootstrapped her way through school in Ottawa, learning French on her own because as a non-francophone she wasn’t entitled to learn it in public school. She has always had amazing stylistic flair, and when I first knew her she had the kind of chignon people with my wispy hair can never hope to achieve.

				Having known each other for over sixty-five years, we have a fine old time when we get together. We can say flinty, succinct, blunt, and accurate things without the risk of being misunderstood. We know what’s in the cellar. That’s where the bodies are buried.

				

				—

				By the end of 1960, I knew many actual poets. I’d met them at an establishment called the Bohemian Embassy, on St. Nicholas Street in Toronto. Some people thought this place was a real embassy: it used to get letters inquiring about visas to Bohemia.

				The Bohemian Embassy was a coffee house of the early 1960s kind pioneered by City Lights Bookstore in San Francisco. You climbed a set of worn stairs to find yourself in a large former storage room, with exposed brick walls and small tables and the first espresso machine any of us had ever seen. There were jazz nights and folk nights, and a poetry night, which was on Thursdays. A genial fellow named Don Cullen ran the whole shebang. I was invited to read poetry there, on the strength of my college publications, by John Robert Colombo, who curated—as they would now say—the poetry nights. My poetry wasn’t very good, I hasten to add, nor was my reading of it, but I encountered many people there who were to stay in my life, including the talented Gwendolyn MacEwen, and Milton Acorn, and David Donnell. There’s a picture of me sitting in the Bohemian Embassy along with Marie Kingston, who performed mime at the club. We’re listening to Sylvia Tyson—then Sylvia Fricker—singing a folk song. Probably it was about a girl being murdered: a lot of those songs were.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of the author sitting at a table in the Bohemian Embassy with Marie Kingston and others. They are listening to Sylvia Tyson, who is onstage sitting on a stool with an instrument, singing a folk song.]
					

				

				It was the high age of folk song: Pete Seeger, Peggy Seeger, and Cynthia Gooding. Joan Baez was about to make her debut. I read the Child Ballads collection of traditional songs, which had much to occupy the Gothic mind. (Sister murder? Ghosts returning to their graves at daybreak? The devil kidnapping wives on ships? Girls turning into seals? Train wrecks in which all perished? Mermaids dooming sailors? Kings having mistresses, who had babies, and who sank the babies in the ocean and then got hanged? Women poisoning their lovers?) The folk-song world was thick with weirdness and grue, with, however, a few bright spots: now and then a woman who didn’t get hanged, for a change.

				One of my friends was a future economist named David Donaldson, who had a guitar and an astonishing collection of soulful ballads and truly filthy ditties, including some that were popular among soldiers during the Second World War.

				“How do you know ‘The North Atlantic Squadron’?” asked a surprised Graeme Gibson of military background, much later.

				“It’s a folk song. I studied it,” I replied. That was my excuse.

				The Bohemian Embassy had a washroom that opened onto the main room. The espresso machine went c-c-c-c-c, emitting steam. While you were reading your most plangent line, you’d be interrupted either by the sound of a toilet flushing or by the espresso percussives. It was excellent training for the public part of the literary life that was to come.

			

			
				Two Stories About Throwing Up

				When visiting an elite American campus a few years ago, I was told by the students that they prepared for nights of heavy drinking by throwing up on purpose so they wouldn’t do it inadvertently later on. I couldn’t imagine such a thing. I’ve always disliked throwing up.

				“Come and drink ayahuasca with me,” a friend proposed recently. “It’s amazing. You’ll see the Meaning of Life.”

				“Will I have to throw up?”

				“Yes, but there’s a master on hand. He will guide you.”

				“If it’s throwing up, then no.”

				Trigger warning: Skip the following part if you’re squeamish.

				First story: One of my ballet dancers from The Tragedy of Moonblossom Smith asked me to go to a toga party at his frat house. He’d just broken up with his girlfriend, was heartbroken, and drank a lot of Purple Jesus to dull the pain. Purple Jesus was made from neat alcohol, ginger ale, and grape juice. It was called Purple Jesus because of the colour, and—I’m guessing—because it’s easy to drink too much of it, after which you throw up, exclaiming “Jesus!” as you do so. This is what happened to my friend. Luckily, he made it outside, where he was able to throw up onto a snowbank. The result was very colourful. (It was one of those occasions on which I’d forgotten my keys, so I re-entered the house through the milk box, dressed as Cleopatra.)

				Second story: I was at a party thrown by a friend of a friend, at which some joker decided to spike my ginger ale with a lot of vodka. I’d never encountered vodka before, didn’t know what I was drinking, and downed the lot.

				Then I blacked out. I woke up on a couch in the cellar with a boy on top of me.

				Then I threw up. Vomit is a dampener of lust.

				I was sick for three days with alcohol poisoning. The drink-spiker apologized and the groper clearly hoped I didn’t remember. But I did. I know your names, but won’t mention them here because it was a long time ago and anyway you are probably dead. But if you’ve ever wondered why you’ve had so much bad luck in life, it was the curse of the White Goddess. Just saying.

				

				—

				I spent the spring of 1961 living in a little house on Berryman Street, in what is now the upscale enclave of Yorkville but at that time was a down-at-heels neighbourhood, with podgy men in their undershirts drinking beer on the porches of decaying nineteenth-century row houses. Earle Birney has a poem called “Anglo-Saxon Street” about this neighbourhood in its demi-slum era. It then went through a period of being a folksinger and hippie hangout—the Riverboat (Joni Mitchell’s seedbed) and the Purple Onion were both located there—but that hadn’t happened yet. The small house was owned by my Victorian lit professor, Jay Macpherson. She was very smart, dauntingly well read, and a poet herself of an unusual and eerie kind; The Boatman is her best-known book. She’d come from England, having been evacuated as a child during the war and parked in Newfoundland by her mother, who’d then gone off to a job in Ottawa. The father had stayed behind in London. It’s risky leaving your children with strangers, especially if they have young hormonal males in the family and the children are semi-orphan girls. Bad things happened. (I learned this much later: Jay remained a friend until she died of cancer.)

				She’d bought the house in the winter and intended to move into it once her term as a don in residence ended in the spring, but said she’d like to have someone living there meanwhile, to keep burglars and squatters at bay. I accepted this offer with pleasure: the house was within walking distance of campus. Also, I was under some pressure at home, as the queue of artsy, feckless boyfriends was getting too much for my parents. (“This takes the gold-plated gingerbread,” my father exclaimed of one of my more dysfunctional and less hygienic swains.)

				The furnace in Jay’s new house was barely functional, so I spent the late winter crouched over the forced-air vents, studying for my exams and/or listening to The Goon Show on the radio. The most daunting of my final exams was Philosophy, for which I wasn’t prepared. I went to my friend Buzz Archer, from my Anglo-Saxon class, and secured a Benny (meaning Benzedrine, an amphetamine—a form of speed). Buzz was well supplied with Bennies because of his novel method of getting through university. He was an older man from a less affluent side of the tracks, and was already married. He was also a professional poker player, and made his tuition money playing poker for most of the year. Then he would quit poker, wolf the Bennies, stay up all night, study like mad, ace the exams, and sleep for three weeks. Buzz later became a high-school principal.

				I took the Benny. I wrote the exam, with my heart pounding and my handwriting getting bigger and bigger and faster and faster. Much to my surprise, I scored an A. What brilliant insights had I extruded? I haven’t the foggiest.

				

				—

				That summer, I stayed in Toronto to prepare myself for graduate school, as I’d managed to win the scholarship to Harvard suggested by Northrop Frye. Then a temporary fast-cash job appeared: census-taker. In those days, the census was taken by people who went door to door with questionnaires. There were 18,238,247 people living in Canada in 1961. We know that because they were counted. One of the people who counted them was me.

				Each of us was assigned an area of Toronto. Mine was on the west side of the city, beyond Bathurst Street: a land of rooming houses and illegal rented-out cellars. The landlords most likely didn’t pay income taxes on what they made from their rentals, and many were refugees from Iron Curtain Europe. They were afraid of me: I was from the government, a bad sign where they’d come from. I had to explain over and over that it was only a census—how many, how old, where from. Still, some didn’t want to fess up to having roomers. How did they know I wasn’t from the Secret Police? One old lady chased me out of her house with a meat cleaver. “What for does the government need to know my age?” I saw quite a few examples of people—usually older single men—clinging on by their fingernails in sparsely furnished rooms. Temporarily not having money, like me, was not the same as this kind of poverty. Most of those rooming houses have vanished, leaving such people living on the street.

				Toward the end of this job, I was counting another single man in a rooming house. I went through the first questions with him, then a series of questions aimed at determining the country of ancestry.

				“Where were you born?”

				“Here.”

				“Where were your parents born?”

				“Here.”

				“What about your grandparents?”

				“Here.”

				We went on in this way until he took pity on me. “I’m a Canadian Indian,” he said. (Nowadays that would be “Indigenous person,” or the name of his First Nation.) I was shocked and embarrassed. Having spent so much time up north, I knew there were lots of Indigenous people. Why then was there no space for them on the census questionnaire? Who had overlooked the fact that a person living in Canada didn’t have to have ancestors that came from elsewhere?

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 12

			Double Persephone

			[image: ]

			Also that Toronto summer, my current boyfriend, the poet David Donnell, had the idea of publishing a series of chapbooks, like the Emblem Books series published by Jay Macpherson. The series was named Market Books. David talked me into publishing my poem sequence Double Persephone as the first—and, I believe, in the end, the only—Market Book.

			Double Persephone was a suite of seven short poems written in formal verse. It had won the E.J. Pratt Medal. (Did I submit these poems, or did someone else? Memory fails.) E.J. Pratt, a well-known poet from Newfoundland—one of whose long narrative poems we’d studied in high school—was still alive, though elderly. I met him. He kissed me on the forehead as a kind of blessing. I expected to find a round, shining mark, like the one left by Glinda the Good Witch on the forehead of Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, but no such luck. I still have the round, shining medal, however.

			David and I printed the little chapbook on a flatbed press in John Robert Colombo’s cellar. (A flatbed press employs a flat surface for the type or plates against which paper is pressed.) We had to hand-set each of the seven poems in a frame, run the poem off, then disassemble the type—there was a shortage of a’s—and do the next poem.

			I printed the cover using a linoblock design I’d carved. My mother used to make all her Christmas cards that way, copying images—usually birds—from magazines, and I too made linoblock Christmas cards, including one that’s supposed to be a shepherd holding a sheep, though the sheep looks more like a bath sponge. Here is the Double Persephone cover:

			
				
					[image: A linoblock design by the author used for the cover of Double Persephone. It features a sleeping face on a black plant and a waking face on a white plant.]
				

			

			There is a waking face on the white plant on the front and a sleeping face on the black plant on the back. This fits the poem sequence. I was then in the habit of writing poems in the voices of mythological figures—hardly an original practice, as it’s been going on for at least three thousand years. The sequence was based on the myth of Persephone, daughter of Demeter, goddess of the earth and vegetation. Persephone spends half of her life as a maidenly flower goddess above ground and the other half as the queen of the Underworld and consort of Pluto. Hence the two faces. Since I’ve already told you I’ve had at least two selves, the spritely daylight one and the underground shadowy one, I’m sure you’ll be able to divine my interest in this myth. Evidently I was coming to grips with my dual nature.

			David and I made the mistake of gluing the pages into the covers with rubber cement, which has shrunk over time, causing the pages to fall out. We should have sewn them in, but as book printers we were novices. Then we went around to Toronto bookstores and persuaded them to let us place these small booklets on the magazine rack. We priced them at fifty cents, which went a lot further then than it does now but still wasn’t very much. We sold the entire run of approximately two hundred copies.

			This was the beginning of my career as a published “book writer,” though Double Persephone is hardly long enough to rate as a book. Nevertheless, it got reviewed in the University of Toronto Quarterly, which covered every Canadian novel and poetry book published in the preceding year in one roundup issue in the summer. There were so few of each that it was still possible to do this.

			The literary landscape I entered as a young unknown in 1961 changed radically over the next decade. During these years, many of the Canadian publishing and writing institutions that we would later take for granted were formed.

			If you were serious about being a writer in Canada in 1961, you were told by those who knew that you’d have to go to London, New York, or Paris, as Margaret Laurence had done, and Mordecai Richler, and Mavis Gallant—not that we knew who Mavis Gallant was yet—because Canadians didn’t respect writing, and especially not Canadian writing. The poet Earle Birney had written that the only books likely to be found in an average Canadian home were the Bible and the Edward Fitzgerald translation of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám. Most Canadians felt there wasn’t any Canadian writing, and even if there was some, it was bound to be second-rate. Real writers came from elsewhere.

			What we mean by writing and writer has morphed over time, as everything does. Each writer defines the meaning of writer by his or her actual writing: its form, its content, its obsessions, its axioms. “By their fruits ye shall know them,” as one famous icon is said to have said long ago. In 1961, I could have depended on 99 per cent of the reading audience being able to identify that quote because 99 per cent of the admittedly small number of people likely to read your books would have had some form of Christian religious education, whether they were Christian or not.

			That was due to the peculiarities of the Canadian public educational system as determined by the wheeling and dealing that took place in 1867 at the time of Confederation—the joining together of the existing nineteenth-century British colonies into a single country. The United States separated church and state, but Canada didn’t. In order to address the interests of overwhelmingly Catholic Quebec and also those of the overwhelmingly Protestant Rest of Canada, we would have a Catholic school system and a Protestant one, both publicly funded. Both were expected to incorporate religious instruction within the curriculum. (Oh, poor Reverend Reisberry, sent to haul us into heaven in Grade Eight! What a bad time we gave him!)

			When I tell this to Americans—whose foundational settler moments include the Declaration of Independence, so thoroughly Enlightenment eighteenth century—they make disbelieving faces; but as many have remarked, Canada didn’t have much of an eighteenth-century Enlightenment. For most of that century, New France dominated the future Canadian territory, with a Protestant toehold in Nova Scotia.

			This two-religion arrangement was still in full swing when I was at school. That’s thirteen years during which we had prayers and Bible readings every day, memorized Bible passages, and took the occasional Religious Knowledge course if some hapless prelate could be lured into giving one—all on the taxpayers’ dime. This system collapsed during the 1960s: the publicly funded Catholic schools remained Catholic, but under pressure of religious diversity the publicly funded Protestant schools became functionally secular.

			Another seemingly immovable foundation evaporated during this period. At the beginning of the 1950s, when Canada was still living in the penumbra of the fading British Empire, the English Literature curriculum in high school was resolutely British. We were taught a Shakespeare play every year. We were fed hefty doses of the English Romantic poets and the Victorians. We managed two Thomas Hardy novels, and The Mill on the Floss by George Eliot. We even—in the last year of high school—were allowed some Chaucer, in the original Middle English. That meant my generation had more in common educationally with school graduates from, say, Barbados and Australia than it did with those from the United States: we were all products of the British Empire.

			Not anymore. The crumbling of the unified English curriculum and the Protestant-dominated school system in the 1960s means that a present-day writer in Canada—whether in English or in French—can no longer take for granted a shared frame of reference among their readers.

			Where does the title of Vanity Fair come from, for a full ten marks? How about The Sound and the Fury? East of Eden? (Answers: The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan; Macbeth by William Shakespeare; the Book of Genesis.) Luckily, help is at hand for the inquiring youthful mind: the Internet and now AI abound in study guides that will cough up all sorts of arcane information, some of it actually true, should you have the energy to search.

			
				Blank Pages

				In 1961, there wasn’t much support for Canadian writers of my generation who were starting out. Only a handful of magazines and publishing companies could be found in the entire country. We didn’t anticipate “careers”: six-figure advances, huge sales, all of that. We were told we should leave—go where art was appreciated. Instead, we dug in and began to build the infrastructure that would allow us to function as writers in our own country. The generation of the 1960s was instrumental in creating the Canadian literary institutions that still exist today, from private grant programs and prizes to book tours and literary festivals. We did it not for fun, but out of need. Today’s Canadian writing landscape would be unrecognizable to those writing in the 1960s.

				Let me list some of what there wasn’t in that 1950s and 1960s cultural world. There were no book tours: these were to arrive later in the decade, initiated by a flamboyant, charismatic Second World War navy veteran, Jack McClelland of McClelland & Stewart. There were no literary festivals: those began in the 1970s, with the Toronto Harbourfront Reading Series and International Festival of Authors (now the Toronto International Festival of Authors), headed by the ebullient impresario Greg Gatenby. There were no onstage author interviews. There were no electric typewriters, or not for popular consumption anyway. And since there was no Internet, there were no online book-purchasing sites or book bloggers or e-books or audiobooks or podcasts or social media campaigns.

				With the exception of older writers such as Morley Callaghan, who’d been in the bright lights of Paris—where, small man though he was, he famously knocked out Hemingway in the ring—most Canadian writers had scant knowledge of the business side of writing: what should be covered by a contract, what might be expected as an advance, what a royalty rate should be, and so forth. There were no creative writing programs in universities, with the exception of one that had just been started at the University of British Columbia, over the dead bodies of some of the English professors. And there were certainly no creative writing programs in high schools. You were taught to write précis of poems—what does it mean, in a hundred words?—and essays. “My Summer Holidays” was about as creative as it got. There wasn’t much publishing for children, apart from textbooks and Sunday-school magazines. There were no Canadian comic-book artists who lived in Canada. There were no government-supported grants that enabled writers to travel and give readings and meet other writers, or to complete works-in-progress. There were a couple of literary prizes; the Governor General’s Awards were the only big ones, and big was an extremely relative term.

				At the beginning of the decade, a handful of publishers in English Canada published books by Canadians. Of these, most were “branch plants”—their head offices were overseas, in London or New York—but in addition to distributing books from elsewhere, on which they depended financially, they might do the odd Canadian book. Oxford University Press and Macmillan were among them. Some others, such as Ryerson Press and McClelland & Stewart and Clarke, Irwin—this last famous for serving grape juice instead of booze at its tiny book parties—were Canadian-owned. But in order to publish anything so substantial as a novel with one of the bigger publishers, you needed something they thought they could sell in the wide world outside Canada, and that meant co-publication with an offshore British or American or French publisher. At that time—when Canadian fiction and poetry were often viewed as provincial and uninteresting, both to the bigger countries and to their own potential readers—this wasn’t easy. In 1961, five novels were written by Canadians and published by Canadian-based publishers. That’s the fingers of one hand for the whole year. By the end of the decade, that figure had grown considerably, and it was to grow even more in the 1970s. Non-fiction was another story: both Farley Mowat (on the North) and Pierre Berton (on the railroads, the Klondike gold rush, the wars, and other national enterprises) had large sales figures.

				We would-be poets might send our poems to a few literary magazines of varying smallness and professionalism. There were a couple of anthologies for promising poets and short-story writers. I myself made it into Poésie/Poetry 64, whose introduction talked about the colonial mentality that Frye had also written about: not colonization or decolonization in its present sense, but the feeling of being both disregarded and under siege in a hostile land, as experienced by early immigrants. The Australians called this whole bundle “the colonial cringe.”

				A few small presses, run by poets, specialized in poetry. And more glossy magazines then would publish fiction—Chatelaine did, and others now defunct, such as Montreal Magazine. Some newspapers would publish fiction as well, usually in their weekend supplements.

				There was no Canadian film industry, apart from animated shorts by the National Film Board. There was hardly any professional theatre, the touring companies that used to visit Canada having been knocked out by the war. The Stratford Festival had begun but was still quite small. Toward the end of the 1950s we had a fledgling Canadian Opera Company. There was the Royal Winnipeg Ballet and a couple of symphony orchestras. There was no big-name Canadian pop music unless you count Paul Anka, who had immigrated. There were no folk-rock bands, though some fiddle music was on the airwaves. There was jazz, here and there. Rock ’n’ roll bands were in the States. There was CBC Radio, arguably more vigorous and eccentric than it has since become. CBC Television was in its early stages: most television watched at that time, in front of the flickering blue screens and the TV trays and the TV dinners, was American network television.

				I know this is sounding a lot like “We were so poor I had a sock for a pet” (Larry Garber) and “You young folks don’t know how good you’ve got it” (everyone’s father), but so it was. On the positive side, there’s nothing so motivating as a blank page. It cries out to be scribbled on. It fosters improvisation and invention, and my generation of Canadian writers did a lot of improvising and inventing because we had to. We inherited a relative emptiness. We sought to fill it. We didn’t see why not.

				

				—

				The outburst of cultural energy that took place in the 1960s was in its turn a product of the two decades that had come before. It’s always difficult for young people to see their own time in perspective. When you’re in your teens, a decade earlier seems like ancient history and your own time seems normal: what exists now is surely what has always existed. But as the years move on, your own first decades also become a snapshot in time.

				What came before the 1960s were the 1950s, and what came before the 1950s were the 1940s; and in the 1940s was the Second World War. In retrospect, the war marked a huge rift in the cultural life of Canada. Before the war, most Canadians thought of themselves as part of the British Empire. So did they during the war, and for perhaps ten years after it. But by the mid-1960s, we didn’t so much. The empire itself had fallen apart, and the new empire—the American one—was in the ascendant.

				Canadian writing of the 1940s had focused, naturally enough, on the themes of that era. You could make a huge breakthrough if your book found an American readership. In 1944, Gwethalyn Graham had published a giant bestseller—Earth and High Heaven—featuring a romance between a Jewish man and a non-Jewish woman. Racy stuff for that moment: it topped the New York Times chart. Gabrielle Roy wrote an even bigger blockbuster, The Tin Flute (Bonheur d’occasion, 1945), published in English in 1947, dealing with life among the Montreal poor. Its first American print run was a staggering seven hundred thousand copies, since it had been chosen as a selection of the Literary Guild, a powerful force.

				But we 1950s high-schoolers knew nothing of either of these earlier books because the climate had changed so completely by then. I grew up thinking that there hadn’t been any Canadian writing except for that of the humorist Stephen Leacock—we weren’t taught Canadian Literature as a subject in school, though the odd Canadian thing made its way in among Thomas Hardy and Shakespeare and George Eliot. The Cold War was in full force, and McCarthyism had made any talk of social welfare or workers’ rights sound suspiciously like Communism. Catchwords that had been all the rage in the 1930s and the 1940s were now out. You couldn’t say “working class” or even “world peace” anymore without attracting suspicion.

				Thus, Gabrielle Roy’s masterpiece set in the slums of Montreal must have seemed dangerously Bolshevik to nervous educators of the 1950s. Not only did it blurt out “the working class” right on its 1947 American-edition flyleaf, but it talked energetically about economic and social inequalities, and its most idealistic character looked forward to “a just society.” After Roy, we’d have to wait for Pierre Trudeau’s leadership speech in 1968 to hear this phrase spoken so publicly again: in the 1950s, “a just society” was simply too Communist. Odd to remember this now, when the “1 per cent” and the theme of income equalization have risen into view again, but that’s how it was in school. (Camp White Pine was another matter.)

				A different matter had happened in the world of books, this time in the means of distribution. The cheap paperback had appeared, wiping out the vestiges of the old Canadian publishing system that had flourished in earlier decades and was based on selling inexpensive hardback editions. The paperback changed the business model: you published the hardback, possibly at a loss, then you sold the paperback rights and recouped your initial outlay. But as Canada didn’t have paperback houses, their publishers couldn’t do that. The new paperback houses—Pocket Books and Penguin—were owned in the States and in Britain, respectively.

				So Canadian books appeared in hardback, but then disappeared. They didn’t live on as cheap reprints. You could buy a classic by Faulkner or Hemingway with a trashy blonde-in-a-negligée cover in the corner drugstore, as I did—I expect a lot of kids were lured into reading literary classics that way—but such books were very unlikely to be Canadian.

				In 1960, my fourth and final year at college, we had been allowed a course in the modern novel as a kind of dessert; and at the very end of that, as a double espresso, we were given two experimental books by Canadians: The Double Hook by the West Coast writer Sheila Watson; and Mad Shadows, the English translation of La belle bête, by the Québécoise Marie-Claire Blais. These books weren’t on the syllabus because they were Canadian. I think they were chosen because of their unconventional forms: they expanded what “a novel” might mean. In the case of The Double Hook, with its terse intercut short sequences, you might say “modernist.” Mad Shadows was a supercharged anti–fairy tale of jealousy, narcissism, and revenge, written by a nineteen-year-old and praised by the prominent American critic Edmund Wilson. This was a formidable role model. I was twenty-one; the clock was ticking. In a split second I would be old: twenty-five at least! Marie-Claire was two years younger than me and already published! I needed to get cracking. But how?

				Marie-Claire, a fiction writer, was an exception. Among the writers I knew in the early 1960s, all were poets. Some had prose ambitions, though none thought they could make a living by their writing alone. The Morley Callaghan model—go to the States, write stories for the glossy magazines—seemed out of our reach. Also, the kind of writing we wanted to do was quirky, non-commercial. We had scant notions about the market or how to sell things. We did not think of writing as a career, but as a vocation—a dour and ascetic though spiritual calling, like being a nun. Even if we got published, we didn’t expect to sell more than a couple of hundred copies.

				Then, in the mid- to late 1960s, the general reading public started to pay more attention to us young writers, once the newspapers had noticed that a lot of possibly scandalous activity in a bohemian subculture might be going on. Group poetry readings—how titillating! Sales figures went up. Even members of Parliament started noticing, and denounced poets from the floor of the House: “Obscene rubbish!” Those were the days.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 13

			The Handmaid’s Tale, The Prequel

			[image: ]

			In September 1961, I set off for Cambridge, Massachusetts, to enter the Harvard Ph.D. program in Victorian Literature. Actually, it was still the Radcliffe Ph.D. program, as the Harvard and Radcliffe graduate schools didn’t combine their student bodies until the next year, though we all took the same classes anyway.

			I had never been on a plane before, and I gazed out the window at the clouds and the unrolling landscape, entranced. But due to a problem with the planes—was it a strike?—I couldn’t fly directly to Boston. I had to go to New York and then take a pre-Amtrak dilapidated train.

			There were no suitcases with wheels, so a lot of lugging went on. I could have hired a porter, but I didn’t know how; anyway, I was on a tight budget. I vowed that I would never again travel anywhere with baggage that was heavier than I could handle. Once I got there, Cambridge was slightly disappointing. It didn’t look like the eighteenth-century town of my imagination—it had no lanterns or horse-drawn carriages. But maybe I was too tired to appreciate it. I was pale and thin; in fact, I was anemic again, just as in Grade Nine. And, just as in Grade Nine, I was in a strange place with only a scant idea of what I was supposed to be doing, about to mingle with a bunch of people I didn’t know.

			For the medically curious: my anemia had developed that summer, due to the loss of a lot of B-L-O-O-D, as our Grade Nine Health teacher would have said. Since the ordeal of my mother when I was nine, I found blood-soaked bedsheets deeply frightening. My parents had been up north, so I couldn’t consult my mother. At first, I thought the bleeding was an unusually heavy period, but when it didn’t stop I got myself to the hospital. Was I bleeding to death? Turned out I needed a polyp removed, not for the last time: I was a polyp-making individual.

			Despite the leathery cooked liver I’d been eating and the iron pills I’d been taking for the rest of the summer, I was still feeble, and the luggage had been a challenge. Gasping, I dragged my suitcase up the front steps of the female graduate students’ residence to which I’d been assigned. It was located on a small street called Appian Way, which, as I knew from my Latin studies, had once been a prime location in Rome for the tombs of aristocrats. On the other side of the Cambridge Appian Way was Radcliffe Yard, where the Radcliffe Institute for Independent Study had just been founded. It was supplying fellowships to post-grad female artists and scholars, and was shortly to spew forth a generation of older active feminists and creators, such as Betty Friedan. But it was entirely unknown to me.

			My residence was called Founders’ House (what had they founded?). It was a white New England clapboard with a fanlight over the door. It had a front parlour where seminars might be held, a wall telephone, and a shared kitchen. My room was one of two on the third floor. It was reached by a steep wooden staircase with a banister made from a thick rope, as on ships. Up I went, and eventually up went my suitcase too, after I had taken some things out of it to make it lighter. I also had a small metal trunk, shipped by Greyhound bus. I became familiar with the cigar-smoke-filled interiors of these buses as I commuted for ten hours back and forth to Toronto, via Buffalo, throughout my Harvard years. The cigars were White Owls, the worst. The reek of them, and the chlorine-and-excrement smell of the pit-stop washrooms en route, is still with me.

			Each of the third-floor rooms contained two graduate students. Each room had two single beds, bolted to the floor, again as on ships, and two desks with desk lamps on them. A shared bathroom had a big tub in it for the use of all four third-floor students. You can imagine the logjams this caused.

			My roommate proved to be a curly-headed Art History student named Mary Irving Carlyle, who had a North Carolinian accent. (We’re still pals, though long-distance.) Favourite quote:

			
				Mary Irving: My father once ran on a liberal ticket in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

				Me: Did he get elected?

				Mary Irving: Peygie, he couldn’t get elected garbage collector in that town!

			

			In Cambridge and Boston, my Nova Scotian–influenced accent passed without comment, but Mary Irving’s thick North Carolina one stood out. People were always telling her how cute it was, and how cute she was—she was indeed pretty cute—and asking her to say whatever it was again. She got tired of this, and asked me to give her Canadian speech lessons.

			“Repeat after me,” I would say. “Oil. Oy-el.”

			“Ole.”

			“Boil. Boy-el.”

			“Bole.”

			Her accent was intractable. She had to resign herself to being cute.

			Across the hall from us were two Biology students named Paula and Davida, both from Queens, New York, who used to “Yoo-hoo” out their window as James Dewey Watson of double-helix fame passed by. Their names were pronounced, by them, “Pauler” and “Davider.” Pauler, a jolly blonde, liked ice skating. Davider, a shorter but equally jolly brunette, later became a racehorse owner. People have asked whether we female graduate students felt pioneering, or daring, or beleaguered, or any of the virtuous feminist emotions that younger people expect us to have had. No, we did not. Second-wave feminism hadn’t happened yet. If anything, we felt like poker players. Play it as it lays, and let’s see what comes up next. I myself wasn’t too bothered by my supposed academic future, since I was a secret writer.

			I couldn’t dress like a poet in my new academic surroundings: no more bohemian black, and especially not black stockings. If academics at Harvard knew of my writerly activities I would be viewed with suspicion: poets were not serious scholars. Pants or jeans were out of the question. I had to disguise myself in thick tweeds. I wore sensible shoes with small heels, or Hush Puppies, a kind of flat, suede-like walking shoe. I acquired a particularly unattractive tweed coat in which I scuttled around Cambridge, hoping I looked intellectual and forbidding.

			This was the right instinct. My fellow student Ilse Sedriks—a flamboyant redhead from Latvia—wore scarlet petticoats that showed beneath her swishy skirts, with lipstick to match. We two were once denied entrance to a seminar being held in a men’s dorm because the gatekeeper thought we were ladies of the night. Ilse was called into the office of the Radcliffe Graduate Dean and told she needed to change her style of dress, or else. She thought this was funny, but she retired the petticoats. Or else what? I wondered. Would they really have kicked Ilse out over her visibly red undergarments? Yes. They would have.

			Pauler and Davider used to bring alcohol home from their biology labs and mix it with foul powders that were supposed to make it taste like gin, or martinis, or Scotch. They took me in hand: they knew a girl who needed sprucing up when they saw one. I was shown how to roll my hair up on big-bristle rollers or empty frozen orange juice cans after smearing it with a gel called Dippity-Do: this would flatten it out and make me look less like the Bride of Frankenstein, they implied. They told me about Filene’s Basement, the bottom of a department store where you could get marked-down clothes really, really cheap, though you had to try them on in the aisle, as there was no dressing room. They told me about the right place to buy ice-cream cones, where I should ask for something called “jimmies” to be put on them—this was a strange Cambridge name for chocolate sprinkles. They told me that Mr. Bartley’s Burger Cottage, founded the year before, was a decent and affordable place to eat. They introduced me to Sara Lee baked desserts; I later named one of the Aunts in The Handmaid’s Tale “Aunt Sarah” after this brand. All the Aunts in the novel were named after products aimed at women.

			My mother had given me some Depression-era recipes for cheap things I could cook, such as meatballs with rice in them and tomato soup poured over, and canned tuna, noodle, and cheese casserole.

			“Feh,” said Pauler. (Having taught at Camp White Pine, I knew what feh meant.)

			I ate some other feh things. The yogurt cups with vegetables at the bottom, for instance. I don’t think they’re available anymore, and there’s a reason for that. On the plus side, Mary Irving introduced me to my first avocados: they had reached the South by then and were creeping northwards.

			In time, Davider, who was an amateur palm reader, took a look at my hands and told me two things: First, I should beware of trying to take on too many disparate things at once. No surprises there. Second, I would become very famous for something, but Davider didn’t know what. I offer these prognostications for what they are worth, adding only that I later took up palm reading myself. There is no believable reason why it should work, but it often does—possibly on the Rorschach Test principle. In any case, it’s a fun party trick unless you happen to see an impending death in someone’s hand. I never tell about those.

			Downstairs at Founders’ House lived—among others—Josephine, an older Sanskrit student who was very worried about germs, who covered or washed anything that someone else might have touched, and who believed that insects were generated by the action of the sun on mud. There was also a girl who was in Timothy Leary’s graduate Psych class and was part of the Harvard Psilocybin Project, when the experiments were still more or less controlled and before Leary turned on, tuned in, and dropped out. He hadn’t yet started handing the stuff out freely to students who then jumped off bridges in the belief they could fly.

			“I saw God today,” this girl said to me one evening, conversationally, as I was cooking the single scallop I had bought for dinner. Scallops were a treat, but I couldn’t afford more than one of them at a time. Maybe two if I was feeling lavish.

			“What was he like?” I asked. “God?”

			“Quite good.”

			“Are you going to do it again?”

			“No,” she said. “Once was enough.”

			I decided much later that the powers that be had put the misfits into Founders’ House rather than into the main women’s graduate residence because we had a better chance of tolerating one another than if we’d been shoved in among the products of New England girls’ prep schools. Misfits? Not in any dangerous sense. But at least oddballs: the Southerners, the New York Jews, those of atypical biological beliefs, the drug-addled, the Canadians. Them.

			

			—

			One night, as Mary Irving and I were nestled all snug in our beds while visions of seminars danced in our heads, Mary Irving woke up suddenly. “Peygie? Is that you?” she said. It wasn’t: it was a man, standing in our room. He exited through the open window. The window was on the third floor, up a sheer wall. Possibly he had clambered down over the roof: he seems to have been athletic.

			We installed window locks that allowed the window to be opened but not raised far enough to let anyone get inside. That man was probably after our purses—there had been a rash of nighttime purse thefts at the main women’s residence. Over the four years I spent in Cambridge, some girls left their windows unlatched, and weren’t so lucky, and ended up dead.

			“Ma goodness,” said Mary Irving when the man had fled. We bonded. Nothing like a peril avoided.

			We soon discovered that our little wooden graduate women’s residence was like a beacon to male creeps of all kinds. They crawled over the outside of it like fruit flies over a peach. They made obscene phone calls to the hall phone; later residents installed a whistle beside the phone so that piercing shrieks could be blasted into the caller’s ear.

			There was a fire escape that ended outside the bathroom window; we always kept the shade down, but the window could be opened a little at the bottom for the air circulation. Once, on a warm day, I was in the tub reading Katherine Anne Porter’s Ship of Fools when a hand came in through the window and started feeling stealthily around. Should I slam the window down on it? I wondered. But then I would have to get out of the tub. Also, I would have to raise the blind, without any clothes on. And if the creep was trapped, with his hand inside the room and the rest of him outside, who knows what might happen? Broken glass? Slit wrists? Blood? Screaming?

			After a while, the hand went away. It’s what you wish for in a disembodied hand.

			We caught one of the house-crawlers—cornered him on the roof, in broad daylight. We cordoned him off by standing on the lawn where he might climb down, then called the police, who actually came. (The Cambridge police, then, were inclined to be lax.) They arrested him. His story was that he’d had a fight with his wife and had sought a quiet place to reflect, on top of our roof. He got out on bail. When the day for his trial hearing came, a group of us traipsed down to the halls of justice, Josephine the Sanskrit scholar among us. She was horrified when there was a court delay and we went for lunch at a fast-food sub shop, and she had to choose between hunger and germy sandwiches that who-knows-who had touched.

			The man didn’t show up for the hearing. The police later told us that he had a rap sheet as long as your arm: breaking and entering featured, and robbery with violence. We hoped he had gone far, far away.

			Things got serious on the creep front when the Boston Strangler began his strangling spree in the spring of 1962, leaving a series of dead women inside their own apartments. Panic broke loose. All sorts of rumours were flying around: that he strangled only nurses, that he strangled only musical nurses, that he arranged playing cards around the corpses, that he was connected with a satanic human-sacrifice cult, that he was more than one person.

			That fall, because forewarned is forearmed, I betook myself to a judo class for women. We dressed up in white judo outfits and threw one another decorously onto mats, taking care to inflict no injuries. “May I throw you onto the mat?” “Yes, I’m ready.” “Thank you.” Flop. One day a male judo instructor came to visit our class. He gave us two pieces of advice. (1) Male skeletal structures are not the same as female ones. Male arms are straight from the elbow, whereas female arms slant out from that point. Pelvises are also structurally different. This is how they can tell the sex of ancient skeletons they’ve dug up. Therefore, if you try throws on a woman that you would ordinarily use on a man, you could break their arms, or some other part of their skeleton. (2) Don’t try your judo on the street. The other person may know more judo than you do. If a guy attacks you, and I quote, “Kick him in the nuts and run like hell.”

			Mary Irving and I kept this advice in mind when we went on an adventure to New York. Our object was to visit the Met Cloisters—Mary Irving was, after all, in Art History—and we did accomplish this goal. We stayed in a cheapish hotel and took taxis whenever we could because Mary Irving was convinced that New York was full of dangerous thieves who would snatch our purses, and also of homicidal maniacs bent on killing us. We ran out of the taxis into our destinations, lest we be leapt upon by these criminals.

			At first I pooh-poohed her fears, but sure enough a lot of people on the streets were indeed shouting out loud, sometimes to the air, sometimes to passing strangers. I have never since encountered so many of them in New York. Did we attract them through the force of our own anxieties? None of them caught us, however. We ran too fast.

			
				The Enlightened Home of Democracy

				Founders’ House, since torn down and replaced by the Gutman Library, was to become one of the models for the Commander’s house in The Handmaid’s Tale. In fact, every building in the novel exists in Cambridge, or existed then. Handmaid outfits were to be obtained at the Brattle Theatre, renamed as Lilies of the Field. Soul Scrolls for automated prayers were located in the Harvard Coop. The secret service—the Eyes—had their headquarters in Widener Library, which was appropriate: both organizations gathered and stored information. The Harvard Wall was where the bodies of the executed were displayed. The cemetery mentioned in the book, with the slogan In Spe (In Hope) quoted from a tombstone, is the Old Burying Ground just outside Harvard Square, where I spent many morbid but instructive hours making gravestone rubbings with charcoal: skulls and hourglasses and cherub heads with wings, giving way to willow trees and urns as the seventeenth century segued into the eighteenth.

				Harvard was not amused when The Handmaid’s Tale first appeared: they wrote a sniffy review of it. Were they not now a broadly liberal institution? Did they really have to be reminded that they had started life as a Puritan theological seminary? But they came round later.

				

				—

				My Victorian Literature supervisor was Jerome Hamilton Buckley, one of the few academics of standing publishing in that field. The Victorians were not cool in 1961. In the Fogg Museum at Harvard, a number of despised Pre-Raphaelite paintings were stacked against the wall: the period during which they would feature on notecards and book covers was decades in the future. The Metaphysical poets were the thing in the early 1960s: John Donne was king. But I was less interested in the Metaphysicals than in the truly bizarre Victorian imagination. Pre-Raphaelite hair and mad wives setting fire to the likes of Mr. Rochester? Heathcliff and Cathy? Searches for the Holy Grail? Ghosts? Dracula? Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? Pobbles who had no toes? (I was later to hear the toelessness of Edward Lear’s Pobble analyzed as a Freudian castration fable, in a seminar called “Victorian Humour.”)

				Jerry Buckley was a secret Canadian, as a number of men teaching at Harvard were. He’d interviewed for a job in the Atlantic region of Canada, but when hearing that he’d have to close the curtains if drinking a glass of wine, he’d opted for the States. Before that, he’d studied at Victoria College under Northrop Frye: he was the reason Frye had recommended Harvard to me. Jerry was smart, and, best of all, he was funny. He used to act out the texts he was teaching in a drawly voice, suitable to Victorians both mid and late. Was he making fun of them? Probably. But not always.

				He was hospitable to his graduate students, and sometimes invited us over to his house. On one of these occasions, a morose and sardonic fellow grad student—Jim Polk—set fire to Jerry’s little daughter Victoria’s gauzy party dress with a flicked cigarette. Victoria was patted out, but Jim worried that this episode of involuntary arson might affect his marks. Doubtful, in the case of Jerry. Spoiler: Jim and I eventually got married, one of the odder things to happen to both of us.

				As well as checking in with Jerome Buckley, I needed to visit the graduate English adviser, Dr. Whiting. His eyes looked in different directions. He fixed me with one of them.

				“In your first graduate year, you will have to fill your gaps,” he said. “Where did you study as an undergraduate?” I told him about Honours English at the University of Toronto.

				“Oh,” said he. “Then you may not have any gaps.”

				We determined that I did have one: although I had done the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in American prose and poetry, including the Transcendentalists—taught by a saintly but vague gentleman who was very Transcendental himself—I had never studied seventeenth-century American Literature and Civilization. As American Literature and Civilization in its entirety was one of the master’s degree exams I would have to pass, I needed to hop to it. But was there anything to study? I wondered. The Puritans didn’t write plays, nor did they write novels. Or poetry—did they?

				Luckily, the world expert in this once-neglected field was teaching at Harvard. His name was Perry Miller, and he is one of the people to whom I dedicated The Handmaid’s Tale. He would never know what a tremendous influence he had been—he died in 1963, right after John Kennedy was shot—but he would have understood my novel inside out. He was crucial to my understanding of the deep foundations of the United States, not always the enlightened home of democracy, as I’d been led to believe. It had its origins in a Puritan theocracy, very intolerant of any—such as Quakers and Indigenous peoples—who did not share their beliefs, and tough on women as well because of badly behaved Eve. They downgraded the Virgin Mary, they eliminated female saints, and the idea of women as well as men having been created in the image of God was not emphasized. To top it off, these Puritan folks were among my ancestors. Naturally I became fascinated by them.

				The Salem witchcraft episode also engaged me: a corner of my present-day library is devoted to it. I read up extensively on it, and on other witch lore, in the Widener Library. The modern poetry—which I would have been keen to scrounge—was all in the Lamont Library, reserved for male undergraduates, since girls would have been too distracting for them; so I had to make do with Malleus Maleficarum, the Hammer of Witches. The Hammer had been a hugely popular book in the early Gutenberg age, and had gone through twenty-eight editions between 1486 and 1600. Hundreds of thousands of women were burned in Europe because of its influence.

				New England didn’t burn witches, though; it hanged them, and only after a trial: a trial with wacko rules of evidence, but a trial nonetheless. I took a day trip to Salem, Massachusetts, the epicentre of the Salem Witch Trials—not then the lively hub of Wiccan and occultist activity that it is today, but a quiet place, ominously brooding. It housed the Salem genealogical library, however. In I went. There they were: the early Atwoods, the early Websters, the early Killams. They must have been quite Puritanical, as they had Biblical names, such as Amasa.

				The second person to whom The Handmaid’s Tale is dedicated is Mary Webster, known as “Half-Hanged Mary,” of Hadley, Massachusetts. She was cleared of witchcraft accusations in Boston, but then strung up by her townspeople, though she was still alive when they came to cut her down the next morning. She must have had a tough neck. According to my Grandmother Killam, née Webster, Mary was our ancestor; or she was on Mondays. Later in the week she might not be: Grandmother Killam was very respectable, and Mary may have been a bridge too far for her. (I did try to write a novel about Mary, much later. It didn’t work out, though a suite of poems eventually emerged: What was she thinking about while she dangled by her neck from a tree all night?)

				Direct ancestor or not, Mary was definitely one of “our” Websters, a group that included Noah, of dictionary fame, and Daniel, the accomplished lawyer and orator who figures in the Stephen Vincent Benét story “The Devil and Daniel Webster.” The lawyer was a collateral, not a direct. However, both were notable men of words, and I wasn’t sorry about that.

				Perry Miller lectured in the mornings—both for his Puritans course and for another course called “American Romantics,” which I took from him the next year. Rumour had it that by the afternoons he was dysfunctionally drunk. But in the mornings, he was terrific.

				

				—

				In the summer, having graduated as a Radcliffe A.M.—the Harvard equivalent of an M.A.—I was back in Toronto, working a summer job to supplement my meagre scholarship. My job was at a little coffee shop in a small hotel on Avenue Road. I later realized I’d been hired because of my incompetence: the owners suspected the regular cashier of skimming, which an inexperienced person wouldn’t know how to do. I managed the coffees from the Bunn coffee machine and the milkshakes and grilled cheese sandwiches that people ate at the counter, and I also ran the cash register. The change drawer frequently got stuck, to the frustration of both me and my customers. I lost weight: my pay included all the lunches I could eat, but having to clear up other people’s half-chewed sandwiches was a turnoff.

				I’d broken off with my one-time poet boyfriend, David Donnell, who’d helped print Double Persephone. Was it the cheating, or the threat to kill me if I ever had another boyfriend? During my job as a cashier, David would order a coffee, sit at the bar, and gaze mournfully at me. This did not have the effect he desired: I had absorbed early the message of the 1954 Charms jukebox hit “Hearts of Stone.” Such hearts were inflexible. That was me: heart of stone.

				The chef who made the grilled cheese sandwiches was from Greece. He wanted to open his own restaurant in Toronto, but he needed someone with better English to run the front part while he did the cooking. He decided I should be that person: we would get married. He phoned me on the grilled-cheese-ordering intercom and proposed, a lot.

				“No, thank you,” I would say politely. But he was serious: he wanted to meet my father, he would bring his bank book to show that he had the cash for this scheme, and it was a good offer because I was so plain that I wouldn’t get any others. I don’t recommend this argument to marriage-proposers.

				Finally, I said, “But I can’t marry you because we’re different religions.”

				“You can convert.”

				I quit the cashier job when the Shriners came to town. These were a branch of the Masons who put on parades and circuses to raise money for child-related Good Works. They weren’t young, they filled up the hotel, they drank a lot, they bombarded my outside-line telephone at the coffee shop with demands for buckets of ice as well as with panic calls because they were having heart attacks and needed a doctor. It became too much, so I switched jobs and spent the rest of the summer marking Grade Thirteen English exams. I was now behind the scenes of the event that had caused me so much anxiety when I was seventeen. You mean it wasn’t an inspired genius who’d evaluated my deathless prose on my English Literature exam? It was just some hapless summer-job kid like me? Feh.

			

			
				My Pet Iguana

				In the fall, back I went to Harvard. I was again in Founders’ House, but it wasn’t as much fun. Pauler and Davider weren’t there; and Mary Irving had gone back to Winston-Salem because she was about to get married. My roommate was a smart girl in the History of Science program, but she departed to live with her boyfriend, leaving behind her pet iguana. The iguana was big and green. It was toilet-trained—it would poop on a newspaper—and, being a vegetarian, it ate lettuce. It liked warmth, so it would hang out on the top of the radiator, but that appliance was often chilly. Then it would crawl up while I was working at my desk and drape itself over my shoulders. It also liked to creep under the bed, and to retrieve it I would have to flatten myself and brave the dust bunnies. I needed to conceal it because an elderly lady who did the vacuuming would wheeze up the stairs once a week, and I was afraid she would vacuum under the bed and startle the iguana, which would then startle her, and one or both would have a stroke. So I would slide the iguana out from under the bed and shut it up in the closet. The vacuumer never went in there. Eventually the iguana was given a new home at a zoo among other iguanas, where it was probably happier. Hard to tell.

				In October, the U.S.S.R. installed some nuclear missiles in Cuba, ninety miles off the coast of the United States. This was in response to the earlier failed American-backed invasion of Communist Cuba, as well as to the United States having placed some missiles in Turkey, but we didn’t know the details then. The United States bristled: they disliked having enemy missiles so close to them. Posturing on both sides. Naval quarantine of Cuba. Alarm among us Victorianists: it was widely believed that, should the missiles be fired, Washington, New York, and Boston would be the targets.

				Surrealism: Sitting in the parlour of Founders’ House, where a seminar was taking place with Jerry Buckley—William Makepeace Thackeray, Tennyson’s The Princess?—with all of us expecting to be blown to shreds at any minute.

				

				—

				I went to New York on a solo trip. I was heading to visit Daryl Hine, a poet whom I knew through my poet friend and former landlady Jay Macpherson. Jay had told me how Daryl’s strict religious mother had burned his poetry manuscripts when he was a teen. Daryl had been a boy genius, publishing his first book of poetry—The Carnal and the Crane, the carnal being a crow, the title deriving from a medieval ballad—when he was twenty-one. I liked his book very much: it was full of Dr. Jekylls and Mr. Hydes, my happy people. He was only three years older than me, but much more accomplished.

				Daryl and his male partner lived on Staten Island. He was going through a bad patch right then. He told me that he’d been diagnosed as manic-depressive—now bipolar—after a couple of disturbing incidents. In the first, he’d worn a gold lamé dressing gown to the opera. His friends had not been alarmed: they’d chalked it up to his eccentricity. In the second, he’d taken off all his clothes in a parking lot and had a conversation with God. The experience had been euphoric, but he’d attracted attention—not the God part, but the clotheslessness—and had ended up in a hospital. We both found it soothing to talk about poetry, and I was able to tell him how much I liked his work. Say that kind of thing when you can: the chance may vanish.

				Daryl was on lithium, which he said levelled him out to the point of lethargy, and he missed the highs. He must have got the medication adjusted later, because he went on to become the editor of Poetry magazine and the recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship, known as a “genius grant.” After our visit, I took the ferry back and walked for blocks and blocks through the night streets of New York with no defence but a large black pointy umbrella. I wouldn’t do this now.

				

				—

				Naturally I had to go to Mary Irving’s wedding, pronounced “weddin’.” I took Delta Airlines, at that time a small, low-flying enterprise. The ride was bumpy: we had stewards in sneakers rather than stewardesses in high heels—I am using the nomenclature of the time—and were given pillows on our laps instead of trays, on which we were served glasses of Coca-Cola, pronounced “Co’cola.” The wedding itself was another piece of surrealism. Segregation was still in force in the South, and at the reception I kept being drawn into corners by little old ladies who would tell me, “They don’t want to go to our church because they’ve got churches of their own.” I was also paraded around by little old men, explaining to other little old men that although I sounded like a Yankee, I was not one: I was a Canadian, and that was all right because Britain had been on the side of the South during the Civil War.

				Mary Irving’s immediate family was not like that, but I sensed some anxiety around the possibility of what I might say. I had been told by Mary Irving to keep my mouth shut about any unpopular “liberal” ideas I might have because it was a wedding, so I did. My other contribution was to write a doggerel toast to the groom for the best man, who was in a panic because he didn’t know what to say. Afterwards, I was taken by Mary Irving’s family to see the Hanes nylon stocking factory and also a real tobacco auction, of the kind that used to be heard on the radio in ads for Lucky Strike cigarettes on the Jack Benny show. I was fascinated by both.

				To add to the peculiarity of the year, I was now seeing quite a lot of Jim Polk. A fellow Victorianist, he was a romantic figure: not only was he from Montana, but he had a white rat for a pet. This was Byronic in a minor way, and who was I to talk, what with the iguana? He said the rat was intelligent and affectionate. I met it, and can confirm that this was so.

				He had two roommates—one from Mississippi, one from Virginia—both bright and academic and given to abstract speculation and deep intellectual waters. Favourite exchange with the one from Mississippi, whose hometown was Oxford, scene of many a Faulkner novel:

				
					Me: Boy, did Faulkner ever have a teeming imagination, inventing all those people! The Sound and the Fury…

					Him: He never invented a damn thing. He just wrote it all down. I know the very same fence that idiot drooled behind.

				

				My naïveté was staggering at times, even to me. The poet John Berryman was giving a reading, and Jim and I went to hear it. Berryman was the author of “Homage to Mistress Bradstreet,” centring on Anne Bradstreet, about the only poet the seventeenth-century New England Puritans ever produced, so of course this was a must. I couldn’t understand a word Berryman said.

				
					Me: I think it’s so admirable—the way John Berryman has the courage to give a public reading, in spite of his cleft palate.

					Jim: He doesn’t have a cleft palate. He was just dead drunk.

					Me: Oh.

				

				Did Jim and his two roommates turn up in altered form in my first published novel, The Edible Woman? Perish the thought. I just have a teeming imagination. Also, like all novelists, I’m a kleptomaniac.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 14

			Up in the Air So Blue

			[image: ]

			The first novel I wrote never got published. That was fortunate, though discouraging at the time. Its title was Up in the Air So Blue, a line from Robert Louis Stevenson’s poem “The Swing” in A Child’s Garden of Verses—one of the many late-Victorian books I’d devoured when younger:

			
				How do you like to go up in a swing,

				Up in the air so blue?

				Oh, I do think it the pleasantest thing

				Ever a child can do!

				Up in the air and over the wall,

				Till I can see so wide,

				Rivers and trees and cattle and all

				Over the countryside—

				Till I look down on the garden green,

				Down on the roof so brown—

				Up in the air I go flying again,

				Up in the air and down!

			

			What did I think this title was about? Apart from the rising and plummeting and the prospect of seeing over a wall without actually getting over it, that is. I had some complicated multiplex double meanings in mind, I’m guessing. “Up in the air” is where you are when swinging, “swinging” itself carrying a sinister undertone of being hanged. Swinging is an act that’s full of movement but doesn’t propel you forward: it’s kinetic and static at the same time. But “up in the air” can also mean “outcome unknown.” And “blue” is the colour of the sky, but can also denote a melancholy state of mind, as in washday blues or the blues, terms in common use in mid-twentieth-century North America. (The other meaning of “blue”—semi-obscene, as in blue movies—doesn’t seem to have been uppermost in my mind.)

			I must have felt that these multiple meanings applied to the novel I was writing. The book didn’t have much of a plot as such; but then, I’d been reading works by modern authors that also didn’t have plots as such. (I’m thinking of Beckett, not to mention Kafka.) The narrative switches back and forth between a Then and a Now, the Then being a childhood in which there is a tree house, a beach, a forest, some sun and heat, some poison ivy, a drowning, and various curious relationships between the nameless narrator (female) and quite a few boys, and the Now being an urban landscape in which there are some coffee shops, some advertisements—I had been a dedicated reader of these since being given magazines to mutilate with scissors when I was ill—some unpleasant weather, and various curious relationships with some older boys. The book ends with the narrator wondering whether or not to push one of these older boys off a roof.

			I hadn’t looked at this novel for sixty years—fearful, I suppose, of discovering how bad it was—but I took a peek recently as part of the memoir-writing exercise, which surely must always involve rummaging through drawers and unearthing the secretions of earlier selves you’d forgotten about and are not pleased to rediscover.

			Riffling through the gently yellowing manuscript, I found I could remember in vivid and concrete detail how I had gone about writing it. This is not always the case: some of my novel-writing experiences have whizzed by in a blur. I have only my journal pages to remind me of what I was doing at the time, and “typed three pages today” isn’t very informative. But with Up in the Air So Blue, I have total recall.

			I was twenty-three and then twenty-four. It was the fall of 1963, then winter, then the spring of 1964. I was living in a cheap rooming house on Charles Street, Toronto, across the street from Victoria College, where I had been an undergraduate. The house was clean and quiet, and smelled of furniture polish with an undertone of cigarette smoke, as many older houses did then. I realize now—though I didn’t at the time—that the two no-longer-young men running it were gay. This was long ago: if you were gay then you wouldn’t be proclaiming it, since gay acts were illegal and you’d risk a police raid. I must have known many gay men who weren’t, as they say now, “out,” including my elderly landlords, but I didn’t give this much thought. These two men, scraping by on their rooming-house income, were blurs on my periphery.

			What did they in their turn think of me? I must barely have registered. They would have seen an unglamorous, furtive little person in horn-rimmed spectacles, not stylishly dressed, hair done in a bubble cut created with big bristle rollers and stuck unsuccessfully into place with Dippity-Do, creeping about and making tapping sounds in her room. But ships that pass in the night can still make waves. Thank you, long-vanished elderly men. You gave me a very important gift, which was a room of my own. Such is the nature of gifts: we often don’t know when we’ve been given one. I’ve been careful to pass this gift along in other forms, as must be done with a gift.

			For the weekly rent, so low I can barely remember what it was, we roomers also got sheets and a towel and washcloth: threadbare but clean. My room was tiny. It had a creaky-springed bed, a clothes closet, and a tall dark bureau with four drawers. It also had a small desk, on which I placed—when cooking—a single-ringed hot plate. I also had an electric kettle with which I made a great deal of instant coffee, a thing I can no longer look in the face, having mainlined it for many years under straitened circumstances. I kept my food in a couple of the bureau drawers, in small batches, since I lacked a fridge. During the winter, I would sometimes put a carton of milk on the window ledge between the window and the storm window, where it would freeze. I went in for boilable packages—mixed peas and corn, for instance—and wieners, and tins of beans, and instant mac and cheese, and peanut butter and Ritz crackers, and Laughing Cow individually wrapped cheese triangles. Oranges and apples and bananas too. Sometimes tinned peaches or pears.

			There was no sink in the room. We of the rooming house washed our dishes in the shared bathtub, so when you went to take a bath, you might come across a cooked pea or a limp noodle stuck in the drain.

			My room was right beside the bathroom and may once have been part of it. The wall was thin, so I had a ringside seat at whatever was going on in there. A lot of morning coughing and spitting from one gentleman—a heavy smoker, I’m assuming. Someone else with constipation issues: agonizing minutes of painful-sounding straining and groaning. And, from time to time, a strange duet of two voices, one a high-pitched whining and whimpering, another a lower whispering or muttering, often urgent. What was this melodrama? Was it a single being with two personalities? Was it a person with dementia or some other condition who was being tended to—bathed, perhaps—by a devoted carer? As a mainliner of horror stories from an early age, I even imagined a body with two heads, though that was unlikely.

			I never knew the answer because I never saw any of my fellow roomers, not even on the stairs. But I was sufficiently nosy—intrigued would be a kinder word—to later concoct a suitably Gothic tale around the two voices. I wrote it in 1964, after I was no longer in the rooming house. It was called “The War in the Bathroom,” and it was the first of my stories to be published in a non-college literary magazine. The magazine was Alphabet, edited by the poet and playwright James Reaney. He told me that as a rule the typesetters setting the text of the magazine didn’t read the material, but they had read my story. I took that as a big compliment.

			The other result of this publication was that I received a letter from an editor at McClelland & Stewart, saying that if I ever had a novel, they would like to see it. Eventually I followed up on this, and so the Charles Street rooming house and its bathroom theatrics became a link in the chain of events leading to my debut as a novelist.

			The bathroom story later made another appearance, in the Canadian edition of my first story collection, Dancing Girls. Why didn’t I put it into the American and British versions? By that time, I’d written other stories and may have felt they were better. But I ought to be grateful to this early story, and I am.

			What’s the moral? It is: You never know. Indecipherable bathroom noises, irritating at the time, may undergo an alchemical transformation, resulting in luck beyond your wildest dreams.

			Or they may not. Because you never do know.

			When I wanted to work on my Up in the Air novel, I would replace the hot plate on the desk with my small manual typewriter, at which I would hunt and peck away. This would happen in the evenings, because in the daytimes I was at my job.

			
				Mrs. Sims of Canadian Facts

				My job was another stroke of luck. Several factors had contributed to my decision not to go back to Harvard just then. I call it a decision, though it was more like a car crash.

				First, I had a burning desire to write a novel. Time was running out—I was already twenty-three and practically senile, and I hadn’t published much of note yet, and was acutely conscious that Marie-Claire Blais (nineteen, La belle bête) and Françoise Sagan (eighteen, Bonjour tristesse) were still well ahead of me. Worse, my first book of poetry, which I’d submitted to Contact Press—a small poet-run outfit and the only real possibility in Canada for very young unpublished poets—had been rejected by the third member of the poets’ committee, after having been accepted by the other two. The two had even written me a letter of congratulation—much elation on my part, and I’d told my friends—and then had had to reverse it with a letter of rejection. This was more than depressing. So I really had to write a novel, and as soon as possible.

				In addition, I was by no means ready to pass my Latin reading exam, which I needed to do in order to continue at graduate school. My friend, fellow odd-person-out and off-and-on romantic partner, the white-rat-possessing Jim Polk, had also decamped from Harvard and had got a teaching job in Pocatello, Idaho. I couldn’t imagine Harvard without someone I could make fun of it with.

				My plan was to get a day job in Toronto and bash out the novel at night. I interviewed for the Bell Telephone Company but got rejected by them on the grounds that a post-grad from Radcliffe was overqualified, would be unsatisfied and bored, and would quickly leave. (Good call on their part.) I also interviewed for jobs with two of the publishing companies in Toronto: Oxford University Press and McClelland & Stewart. Both of them were looking for publicists, both of them turned me down. Good calls on both their parts: what they needed were sociable, extroverted people-pleasers, not a reticent, nerdy brainiac.

				I was getting frantic: What would I live on? Would I run out of money, be forced to leave the rooming house, and be condemned to my parents’ basement forever, subject to silent disapproval and mandatory garden-weeding? Then I interviewed for a job with a market research company called Canadian Facts. I knew nothing at all about market research, but that was fine, because I wouldn’t be expected to do much of it. The job was for someone who could think and write, and I felt I was equipped to do both of those things.

				My interview was with Mrs. Mary Sims, head of the department that trained and ran the actual interviewers. These were housewives making some cash on the side. Most of the people they interviewed were also housewives, who were accessible in the daytimes then, since they didn’t have jobs. They were more than willing to test new products, such as raisin bran, and then answer questions about them, or give their opinions on other matters, including the mood of the country.

				My job, said Mrs. Sims, would be to rework the overly wordy material churned out by “the Men Upstairs,” as they were called—they were men, they were upstairs—who acquired the clients and discussed with them what they wished to find out. They then turned these wishes into managerese. I would have to transform their turgid prose into a series of simple, clear questions that could be easily asked and answered, with a limited range of possible responses—the blue background for the peach on the label, or the green one?—and directions that would help the interviewer wend her way through the questionnaire in a rational manner. “If (a), go to Part 3. If (b), terminate the interview.”

				“You’re overqualified,” said Mrs. Sims, “but to do this job well, you have to be.” She later told me she’d hired me because she thought I’d be funny. (I was indeed funny, but not all the time.)

				She may also have picked up on my underlying note of end-of-the-rope panic. She had an ear for it, having been through some desperate times herself. She’d been a young bride with no practical experience whatsoever, a clever book-reading girl in an affluent household with a curmudgeonly father. She’d had no idea of what housekeeping involved, and had ordered from the store—by phone, as upperish-crust women did then. But, not knowing what was needed, she’d asked for a pound of everything. A pound of butter, a pound of flour, a pound of pepper…“It took me years to use that up,” she said.

				Then she’d found herself with three small children and a husband who’d died of TB. Her father had been no help, being of the view that now she was grown up she would have to fend for herself. Canadian Facts had thrown her a lifeline, so she knew the value of lifelines. I was not the only person in her department who’d received one.

				“That new girl doesn’t look too bright,” Shirley Badali remarked to Beverly Hunter, who was shortly to become a long-standing friend of mine. Probably true: I must have had a clueless look to me, being in fact clueless.

				Every weekday I went to my job. I put on my office clothes, which included a skirt, a blouse, a garter belt, two stockings (pantyhose not having hit the scene yet), and medium-high heels. I then clopped over to Bay Street and took the bus. Downtown Toronto was still filled with sooty Victorian-looking brickwork, and Canadian Facts was in one of these solemn and ponderous office buildings. It did not have air conditioning—large fans were suspended from its high ceilings—but it did have an elevator, and it was in this elevator, coming back from lunch break, that I learned John Kennedy had been shot. Everyone then alive can remember where they were when they heard the news. This event was the end of something—some dream of America we’d all thought was real.

				The work at my job was varied. Sometimes I was revising questionnaires; sometimes I was testing them, either in person or over the phone. People still answered their phones then. Or I might be doing a face count in a supermarket—how many boxes of Brand X noodles were face out at eye level? Or I might be participating in a taste test—we had a kitchen, and were called into it to eat things. We tried out the mini rice puddings in tins. Who would buy these? I wondered, forgetting about school lunches. We deployed the first Pop-Tarts to a housewife panel and had to replace a number of toasters when the Pop-Tarts exploded, spewing hot jam. I thought that would be the end of them, but I was wrong. Their maker added more adhesive, and they went on to become a raging success.

				Projects flowed down from the Men Upstairs, were rendered into workable questionnaires by me, and were then sent out into the field. The finished questionnaires came back to our department, were checked, then passed on to the floor below, where the answers were coded onto punch cards and turned into statistics. Our department also dealt with the interviewers’ tales of woe—the hostile dog, the dead fly found in the raisin bran sample, the tire puncture on a rural road, the windstorm that had wrecked the powdered juice open-air taste test, the house where the wife wasn’t there but the drunken husband was and a chase had ensued. I encountered some of that behaviour myself when previewing interviews house to house. Don’t go in, I learned. Stay at the threshold. Never turn your back. It all ended up in The Edible Woman, one way or another.

				I could do the actual job in a couple of hours a day, but I needed to look busy all the time. So I’d take a chapter of my novel in to work, run a few pages through the typewriter, and revise them. There I would sit, tapping busily away on Up in the Air So Blue, but also possibly on the thirty-five-page laxative questionnaire. How often, what consistency, slowly and gently or quickly and explosively?

				“Nobody will answer more than five pages of this,” I proclaimed. “They’ll kick the interviewers out.”

				“Yes. But those who go on past page five—those are the target market,” they replied.

				Or it might be the beer survey, with an impossibly high number of bottles per week. “Nobody can drink that many!” I exclaimed.

				“No. But we aren’t looking for that number. The second number is the one we want. If we put the real number first, no one would admit to it,” they answered. “Who wants to be the country’s biggest drunk?” All of which gave me a suspicion of interview data that has never left me.

				When I wasn’t writing about bowel movements and beer, it would be someone drowning in a swamp or having a crisis of faith on a gloomy, cold, windy Toronto sidewalk. Noodle statistics, or nihilism? I knew which was more romantic.

				Did Mrs. Sims know what I was doing? Since she knew everything that went on in her department, I expect she did. She was the presiding angel. I didn’t put her into The Edible Woman, which contained a market research company remarkably like Canadian Facts—she was too virtuous to be in that novel—but I did embed a little tribute to her in a later work of fiction. Search Lady Oracle and you will find her, though she has some added features, courtesy of my Aunt Joyce.

				While pilfering company time for the purposes of Art, I sat across from the young woman who recruited and trained new interviewers. She travelled a lot to various outposts of the Canadian Facts empire: the model community, the most normative, was Corner Brook, Newfoundland, she told me. She was always beautifully dressed, with a hairdresser do, but clever underneath it. Her name was Chris Lloyd, and she appears in The Edible Woman as one of the Office Virgins. (“About those Office Virgins,” she said to me later. “Actually, not so much.”) She and Beverly Hunter and I soon formed a triumvirate, and took our coffee breaks together, and exchanged stories.

				Bev’s stories were compelling. She’d received a lifeline from Mrs. Sims, having been very much in need of one. Her family had been wealthy at one time, but both parents had been alcoholics—one of them had burned up in bed, in a fatal combination of a high intake of booze and a smouldering cigarette—and Beverly and her two younger sisters had been parked on an aunt and an uncle by marriage. The uncle was kind but weak, whereas the aunt had not only been cold and unpleasant but actively sadistic, and had locked the young kids out in the snow, like a wicked stepmother in a particularly nasty Grimms’ tale.

				Much later, I asked Bev, “May I use your aunt for a novel I’m writing?”

				“Go ahead,” she said. “She might as well be useful for something.”

				To get away from this cruel aunt, Bev got married at the age of sixteen to a man much older than she was—in his thirties. Are alarm bells going off yet?

				Once we’d become friends, I’d lend books to Bev that I thought she’d enjoy, as she was an avid reader. One of these was Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Beverly phoned me up in the evening, very excited. “Holy cow,” she said. “I love this book! It’s just like my family!”

				After Bev’s marriage, four children followed in quick succession. Then, when the youngest was not yet two and the second daughter was seven, the husband announced that he was passionately in love with this little seven-year-old’s best friend.

				Beverly realized why she’d been a child bride. She asked the husband to leave the house, which he did. But what was she to do now? Financial support from him could not be depended on. She had no education. She had no marketable skills. She was, however, bright as a button—genius level, I’m guessing; she certainly understood “being a housewife,” useful for a company like ours; and she was a very hard worker. Mrs. Sims picked up on these qualities, and Bev was hired.

				There was a second act. Some months into the job, the catastrophic nature of her marriage and its falsity from the beginning hit her very hard. She went into a depression, of the kind that makes it almost impossible to function. She called Mrs. Sims and tendered her resignation because she felt she was unable to do her job.

				Mrs. Sims got the story out of her. Then she said, “I’m not accepting your resignation. Stay home, go to bed, take all the time you need. Come back when you’re ready. I’m holding your job for you.”

				I remained in touch with Mrs. Sims throughout her life, as did Bev and Chris. She referred to us as “her girls.” I sent her all my books: she was an excellent and perceptive reader.

				“Were you near-sighted as a child?” she asked me.

				“Yes,” I said. “How did you know?”

				“There’s a lot of very precise close-up detail in your writing,” she said.

				Yes: I could see ants very well as a child, but vistas not so much.

				Mrs. Sims didn’t remain at Canadian Facts forever. She took herself off to university as an adult graduate student in Sociology, and wrote a thesis on suicide from a gender perspective. Women, she found, often used attempted suicide as a cry for help. They might do something reversible—pills plus a telephone call, for example, so someone would know there was something desperately wrong in their lives and try to fix it. Whereas for men, a failed suicide was just another failure. Next time they would make sure to “succeed,” by—for instance—shooting themselves in the head or jumping off a bridge.

			

			
				The Card-Reading Psychic

				Another factor affected my writing of Up in the Air So Blue that I haven’t mentioned yet. Possibly it accounts for the stasis and gloom that got into this novel. For why would I take a very happy setting from my childhood—the north shore of Lake Superior—and cast such a pall over it, with the poison ivy and the drowning and so forth?

				The other factor: For much of this period, I was engaged.

				How did this happen? I’m still not entirely sure. I’d been having a fling with a Toronto Philosophy graduate fellow living at Massey College that was happy-go-lucky, no strings, fun in parts, and assumed to be temporary. This was my pattern then: serious female writers didn’t make permanent commitments, and washer-dryers were not in their vocational descriptions. Being a nice 1950s girl—and the 1960s was the 1950s until 1966—I wasn’t up to the Robert Graves lover-killing recommended for female poets, but as long-term husbands were off-limits for White Goddesses—they’d have to be sacrificed, one way or another, as any reader of the Epic of Gilgamesh would know—I wasn’t bent on ensnaring one with my demure feminine wiles and had few inhibitions about expressing my opinions, literary or otherwise. In those days, that would certainly have put off most men, even if they didn’t know about the bloodthirsty habits of White Goddess Muses.

				Then, all of a sudden, I was engaged. Alcohol was a factor. I’m guessing my fiancé was similarly lost in a dark wood, seeing no clear path forward, or sinking into a murky tarn, and we clutched at straws, and the straws were each other. So there I was, walking around with an engagement ring. It had a sapphire in it, and was admired at the office. I was suffering from imposter syndrome, but talking myself out of it. I couldn’t quite believe that any of this was real. It’s the nearest I’ve ever come to sleepwalking. Jim, still in Idaho, made sardonic fun of this engagement by letter. Through my mental fog, I could glimpse his point. Later, in The Edible Woman, I made fun of it myself.

				Being engaged came with expectations, I discovered. Some of them involved smiling politely—a lot—as my fiancé and pals exchanged anecdotes about blowing rabbits to pieces with shotguns. Rabbits that they didn’t eat—behaviour of which I strongly disapproved, not because I was a vegetarian but because it was wasteful, and killing for fun was suspect. In my family, we only killed to eat. Other expectations involved wardrobe choices: doing myself up more formally and with more makeup than I was used to. This mismatch was doomed from the start, but I saw it only through a glass, darkly.

				The vague plan—and it was very vague—was that after the wedding—The Wedding!—we would go off to England in August, and he would write his M.A. thesis (I think; or was it his Ph.D.?) and I would compose my deathless masterpieces. Then he let slip that it was fine for me to do this writing thing if it amused me, but surely there was no need for me to publish. As my husband—a student of Heidegger with academic prospects—he would find my scribblings embarrassing. He hadn’t read any of the novel I was writing, but some Gothic and alarming poems had been published. Those who didn’t understand metaphor might think I was crazy. He didn’t spell this out in full, but the handwriting was on the wall.

				Before the thing exploded like a shotgunned rabbit, however, Beverly took me to a psychic. She’d tried a bunch of psychics over the years and could tell which ones were frauds, she claimed, but this guy was genuine. He was an unassuming shirt-and-tie-clad middle-aged man with no paraphernalia—no crystal ball, no pentagrams. We sat in a tea shop. He worked with an ordinary deck of cards. He laid them out.

				“You’re going to Europe in May,” he said.

				“No, I’m not,” I said. I was getting married in June. That was the plan.

				“Yes, you are,” he said.

				“No. I’m not.”

				“Yes, you are.”

				And I did.

				

				—

				Meanwhile, it was March. I finished Up in the Air So Blue. I was a bad typist, so I paid my friend Gail Youngberg McConnell, one-time editor of Acta Victoriana, to type it for me.

				“It doesn’t read like a first novel,” she said tactfully. She didn’t say what it did read like.

				I sent it off. I’d looked up the addresses of the few publishers known to issue the occasional novel in Canada and packaged my book, including an envelope with the return postage. That was how I’d been sending off my poems. It was a little like writing to Santa Claus, though an answer of some kind usually came back.

				Without the composition of my novel as a psychic escape hatch, I was now stuck with real life—a real life in which I was getting married. Paralysis. Conflict. Despair. Sulky behaviour on my part. Failure to smile. Loss of interest in sex.

				“This isn’t working,” said my fiancé, at last. Understatement of the century. “Can I have the ring back?” he added. “It was quite expensive.”

				This scene was followed by the shedding of tears—how sad when whipped-cream castles collapse—and then the Prisoners’ Chorus from Fidelio—“Oh what joy, in the open air. Freely to breathe again!”—on both our parts, without a doubt. I rather cleverly retrieved all the letters I’d written him. Davider, my amateur palm-reading housemate from Radcliffe, had said I was going to be famous, and future famous people can’t be too careful.

				The girls at the office said they’d never thought it was a good idea anyway, though the ring had been nice. I gave notice, and Mrs. Sims said she’d feared at the outset that I wouldn’t stay long, but she’d be very interested to know what I would do next. I was equally interested in that, if not more so.

				I’m not sure what my parents thought of the wedding fiasco: they bit their tongues, as usual. My younger sister, then twelve, had never liked the fiancé. She got to keep the filmy synthetic-fabric light blue nightie I’d been given as a gruesome trousseau gift, and was very pleased by that. It’s an ill wind that blows no nighties to anyone. She told me recently that it ended up as dusting cloths. My mother never threw out a serviceable piece of fabric.

				Then it was April, season of new daffodils and other resurrections, and I was off to pay a visit to the lair of a fellow poet. He at least would not need to hear any justifications for publishing poems, having already done it himself.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 15

			The Circle Game, The Prequel
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			The poet I was going to visit was Doug Jones, who published as D.G. Jones. He was thirty-five, married, with four small children. The invitation to visit his home in North Hatley, Quebec, had come from his wife, Kim Jones, also known as Betty, a slender, earnest, generous, highly active woman who was also thirty-five but looked twenty-five. Kim painted pictures and took an interest in young poets and writers, such as they were in 1964. I’d visited the Joneses a couple of times since 1960 at their summer enclave in the Kawartha Lakes, the first time at the invitation of a fellow youngster who’d later written a poem about me in which I was a flinty pearl, shiny on the outside but with a dry grain of sand at the heart—this was a play on my name, as Marguerite means “pearl.” I must have failed to live up to romantic expectations, as was often the case.

			In the summers it was bucolic chez the Joneses. Their place was a large lakefront property, a main house and a number of little sleeping cabins for guests, with lawns, a dock, canoes, a stretch of woods. Loons called in the evenings, forest birds chirped in the daytimes. There must have been owls. Kim organized everything—the meals, the picnics with sandwiches, the swims off the dock—she was an excellent swimmer—the excursions, the tennis matches in which she walloped all comers. She arranged soirées, which were supposed to be literary and were, kind of. She also organized the dogs and the four children and their friends, who ran about merrily. They sometimes played circle games on the huge lawn—Farmer in the Dell, Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush, and so on. Circle games go on and on and yet there is no destination, a concept that would turn up in my not-yet-written suite of poems called The Circle Game.

			So this is how the grown-ups do it, I thought. This was creativity in action. The writer’s vocation could be managed joyfully, after all, and maybe even with a life partner. I didn’t have to be a White Goddess drinking the blood of my paramours, or a pallid Nightmare Life-in-Death like the one in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, or a spinster looking at life through the wormholes in a shroud like Christina Rossetti. I didn’t have to die in childbirth, like Charlotte Brontë: Kim had four kids, a great figure, and a smashing tennis game.

			There could be picnics. There could be peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. There could be children. In one of my daydreams, I had two. It seemed like the right number.

			Kim had boundless energy. One of her functions was to provide a suitable creative ambience for Doug, who ducked many of the activities and spent time in his writing cabin, smoking a lot of cigarettes, drinking beer and other beverages, and probably tearing his hair out, as poets do. He would emerge from his cave from time to time to make amused and ironic remarks. He’d published two books of poetry, Frost on the Sun and The Sun Is Axeman. (He was also writing a book titled Butterfly on Rock that would attempt to tackle the Canadianness of Canadian poetry; this would appear in 1970.) I was impressed by him. To have something in print that wasn’t done on a mimeo machine in someone’s cellar was a noteworthy achievement.

			On one of my previous summer visits to the Joneses’ place, I’d encountered a shy young man named Michael Ondaatje, one of Doug’s students from Bishop’s University. Michael was drop-dead good-looking, with deep blue eyes and black hair; he was far from home—home being Sri Lanka, though more recently school in England—and he hardly said anything. He was younger than me—two or three years is a lot at that age—so I paid him scant attention. As usual, I was oblivious to any emotional undercurrents that might have been swirling around.

			Cut back to April 1964, after I’d quit Canadian Facts. Having received a warm invitation, I arrived at the Joneses’ home in North Hatley, expecting some version of the summer layout: a haven for a battered soul such as me, everything tidily arranged, Kim dishing up the fodder, Doug being quizzical and gently mocking, other poets in the vicinity, everything but a string quartet—but this isn’t what I found.

			The Joneses were in disarray. Kim had been having an affair with young Michael—I had to sit down when I heard that—and, in addition, she was pregnant. An ill-fitting diaphragm was to blame, she said. After much angst and despair, which—she said—had included driving her car into the ditch while distracted and almost killing herself, she had determined to go to Nevada for a quick divorce, after which she would move out of the Jones ménage and she and Michael would get married.

			What about the four kids? They would visit back and forth. It would be fine. It would all work out.

			Soon, Doug had me in the opposite corner, expressing his dismay—who saw it coming? Not him. The whole thing had been sprung on him suddenly. One of his students, almost young enough to be his child. You couldn’t hold such a thing against a mere youth, putty in the hands of his own hormones. You couldn’t just punch him in the mouth, enraged though you might be. But what was he, father of four, to do? Kim had always dealt with the children. Not to mention the cooking: he was of that male generation hard-pressed to boil an egg, never having been expected to. Then there was the laundry: one of the little children had recently taken to bed-wetting, as kids do when there are stresses. Children have built-in emotional sonar. They must have known something was up; they just didn’t know what it was.

			I listened to these confessions or monologues in a state of semi-shock. How could this have happened, this shattering of a settled and reliable world order? Could stable and mature arrangements that appeared to work so perfectly simply fall apart? What then could be trusted?

			Though I was sympathetic, I was ill-equipped to advise anyone. What did I know about long-term relationships, having never really had one? I nodded a lot and murmured: things like “Oh dear” and “I see.” We went out to dinner, all four of us plus the neighbouring couple (the wife of which Doug was much later to marry), and Kim kept the conversation going on general topics, to all appearances as sprightly and optimistic as ever.

			Meanwhile, there were the children to be deceived and entertained. Michael and I discovered that we shared an interest in comic books, Spider-Man in particular. We were, after all, closer in age than either one of us was to what I was still thinking of as “the grown-ups.” We put on “radio dramas” in which we read out the dialogue from Spider-Man comics, adding the sound effects. My puppet-show experience came in handy, and Michael was not so shy when channelling a youth whose alter ego was a wall-climbing, web-spinning, mask-wearing, wisecracking superhero in a red suit.

			After this interlude, I staggered back to Toronto, borrowed six hundred bucks from my parents—the only time I hit them up for a cash loan, and naturally I paid it back—and booked a flight to London. I didn’t have much money, but that was to be expected among starving artists and people my age. I would live in some hovel or sub-basement or garret, equipped with Cooking in a Bedsitter by Katharine Whitehorn. It was given to me by my mother, and was relentlessly practical: she must have been hoping some of Katharine’s common sense would rub off on me. It was more like a novel than a cookbook, but it was funny, and enlightening on the subject of herbs.

			I left Toronto on May 12, 1964. So the card-reading psychic’s prediction had been right, after all: I’d gone to Europe in May.

			
				England and France on Nothing a Day

				I didn’t have an overall plan. I would go to Europe, where literature was taken more seriously than it was in Canada, or so I’d been told. I would write, that being the goal of my wayward course so far. I did have some friends who were already in London: it was much easier to travel to Britain as a colonial, then, than it was to get into the United States for a protracted stay on anything but a student visa.

				As soon as I arrived, I hightailed it to Canada House in Trafalgar Square, first stop for all incoming young Canadians. You could have your mail sent there, they had a rack of Canadian newspapers, and they posted rooms for rent. It being May, beginning of the tourist season, there wasn’t anything in my price range in central London—not even in Ladbroke Grove, said to be a decaying rat warren crawling with indigent colonial visitors. Via payphone, I managed to find a furnished room in Willesden Green, quite far out on the Bakerloo Line. It’s now billed as a nice friendly neighbourhood with parks, but at that time it was a low-rent rundown area, with many dingy bedsits and rooming houses. The sheets on the bed in my room were not only damp but wet. On my first night there, a man climbed in through the window. He wasn’t bent on mischief—he was looking for someone else—but still, alarming. He climbed out again.

				I fell off the back of a London bus, having failed to understand that the ringing of a bell meant that the bus was about to take off. I sprained my ankle and was rescued by a Polish Air Force war vet who’d trained in England, having escaped both the Russians and the Germans. He was very gentlemanly, and took me to lunch at his club, which seemed to be for other Polish Air Force vets like himself. Par for the course, I didn’t understand that he was trying to pick me up. I also didn’t understand that he would have been a treasure trove of stories if I’d only known what questions to ask. But possibly he wouldn’t have taken my interest seriously, since from his point of view I must have been next door to a child. And he might have shared the reluctance of war vets to talk to non-vets about what they had been through.

				I took a boat tour of the Thames. I visited the usual famous sights, acquiring postcards of all to show that I had been there. I particularly enjoyed the house of Samuel Johnson and the Tower of London, which interested me mainly because of the murdered princes (see Richard III) and Anne Boleyn (see put-up jobs, false accusations, and Henry VIII). London, however, wasn’t as historical as I’d imagined. It wasn’t very Dickensian: no Scrooges, no Oliver Twists, no Fagins. It wasn’t the London of Samuel Johnson either: “Sir, when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford.” I wasn’t so sure of that. Might Paris be better? Would there be some existentialists on view, or perhaps some absurdist playwrights, or was I too late for that party as well?

				In the evenings, after solitary and dejected meals in cheap cafés, it was back to Willesden Green. Now what? I wondered. Was this a dead end? Was I doomed to dank rooming houses forever, and if not, what was my next move? Luckily, I ran into my friend Alison Cunningham from Whitney Public School and Trinity College. She was living in a mansion in South Kensington—then a little slipshod—where she shared a one-floor flat with two other girls. I could sleep on the sofa, she said. She introduced me to dental floss—who had ever heard of that?—and also to Bircher-Benner muesli, another exotic product. I learned how to tell a good kipper from a painted lady—a bad kipper that had been dyed red—and how to make coffee in a stovetop pot: life skills for girls of slender means.

				The mansion was owned by two nonagenarian twin aristocrats, Lord Cork and Lady Hoare, who were in a nursing home. Their proxy was a dragonish housekeeper who kept a basilisk eye on the property. Only three young women were supposed to be living in the flat, so I had to be kept out of view when the housekeeper was around. I’d bought a British Rail pass that entitled me to a certain number of miles, so when the housekeeper was due to inspect, I would take trips. At first these were quite long—I went to the Lake District, missed the stop, ended up in Scotland, had to double back, took a winding-road, cigar-smoke-infused bus tour, and threw up in a ditch—but as I used up the miles the trips became shorter. I went to Glastonbury, famous for its Holy Grail legends connecting it with Joseph of Arimathea—this was well before Glastonbury became the gigantic music-festival venue and Wiccan pilgrimage spot it is today—and saw the Glastonbury thorn that flowers at Christmas, and climbed the Tor and Glastonbury Cathedral, where I found I had developed a fear of heights. I met a mysterious old lady who showed me “King Arthur’s Well” in her backyard, got five pounds out of me to save it from being destroyed by a brewery, and assured me that Arthur’s body had been dug up: it was him for certain because the skeleton was so tall. I went to Nottingham to see my Victoria College acting pal, Marielaine Douglas, who was working at the Nottingham Little Theatre. Together we visited the ancestral home of Lord Byron, and I heard about his pet bear and his semi-criminal writerly transgressions. Marielaine had been reading Robert Graves’s latest, Man Does, Woman Is. “Let’s just sit on this park bench and simply Be,” she said. We did that for about ten minutes. Simply Being can get tedious very quickly, I found. I was not cut out to be a Buddhist.

				I went to Stonehenge. There it was, ancient and geological and satisfyingly pagan. It didn’t yet have a fence and entrance fees and hordes of New Age pilgrims who hadn’t read Tess of the d’Urbervilles. But I had, and the human-sacrifice motif—Tess sleeping on an ancient stone altar prior to being executed—was not lost on me. I made it to York, with its astonishing cathedral and its whiffs of Richard the Third, and also to the home of the Brontës, a manse that was dangerously close to the runoff from a graveyard. The height of each Brontë was marked on a doorframe—how tiny they were! So you could be really short, but also a great writer: encouraging.

				To enter churches, you had to wear a skirt and a head covering, such as a silk square, à la the Queen at Balmoral. Pants were forbidden: the pantsuit would not come in until the late 1960s. Hitchhiking hippies hadn’t yet arrived, with their flowing hair, bellbottoms, and backpacks: you had a suitcase. My travel wardrobe included a couple of jumpers—grey flannel for cooler, a cotton mustard-coloured one for warmer—some long-sleeved blouses with Peter Pan collars, and a shapeless raincoat. Academic frump was my look. However, it didn’t deter hopeful Englishmen from asking if I was an American: American college girls were understood to be in search of sex, a commodity not easily available to them in their hometowns.

				Budget food in England then was quite awful. Hamburgers tasted like rancid lamb fat, and so did ice cream: England was still postwar. Thankfully, I met up with Alan Walker from Victoria College, now a journalist working for Canadian Press. He introduced me to Lyons Corner House near Trafalgar Square with its desirable all-you-could-eat buffet on Sundays. The hungry and underpaid young foreign newspaper correspondents saved up their appetites and descended on the place every weekend, and vacuumed up the baked hams and the roast beef and chicken with astonishing voracity. The other cheap but good place to eat was a Greek-run joint in Soho where you could get cold lamb and salad.

				Alan was an odd duck, having written not only a classic ode to his dead turtle, Ashurbanipal—which I’d read on his behalf at the Bohemian Embassy—but his own obituary for an April Fool’s edition of The Varsity. He had a rare genetic disease that meant he would die early, which he did. He collected Dubble Bubble gum and Big Little Books, and was to write the historical perspective for The Great Canadian Comic Books. He later gained notoriety by covering the windows of his Sutton Place apartment with tinfoil because he couldn’t stand sunlight. His story: He was a vampire. He was indeed quite pale. He had an abhorrence of babies—having them, being around them—and was to become a semi-model for the character Leonard Slank in The Edible Woman.

				All this time I was writing. I wasn’t yet beginning another novel. Instead, I was writing poetry, including some that, for the first time, felt like what I came to think of as my real voice. I also wrote the beginnings of several stories, some of which I would finish. I didn’t have a typewriter with me, so this writing was in cursive. It felt like a prelude, but a prelude to what? Getting to the next week was my immediate concern. The next year or years were so far away they were invisible.

				

				—

				Then who should turn up in England but my old quasi-boyfriend Jim Polk from Harvard? What was he doing in England? A rendezvous with a romantic attachment was involved—a girl from the American South who’d arrived at a student archaeological dig with a couple of formal ballgowns, expecting Jane Austenish social events, only to be gravely disappointed. But that liaison hadn’t panned out, so Jim was on the loose, as was I: we exchanged our tales of failed romances and made jokes about them in our callous way. Then Alison, Jim, and I travelled to France, on the general principle that we needed to see it before we died. Alison, more experienced in European ways, was chief planner. We took the ferry that departed from Folkestone. It was a rough crossing, and Alison—in mid-discourse about theatrical and aesthetic matters—threw up over the railing in an admirably ladylike fashion.

				Once in Paris, we stayed separately in various minimal lodgings. I remember especially a room on the Île de la Cité, near Notre-Dame, where the walls rustled with retreating cockroaches when the stair light went on, then rustled again with returning cockroaches when it went off. We lived mostly on oranges, baguettes, and café au lait—the milk and the coffee poured from two pitchers, the streams mingling to produce foam. I was lying on a park bench suffering from a stomach bug while Alison read out loud to me from Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook when a policeman came by and said I had to sit up properly. Ah, the protocols of the French. Ah, the trials of the young.

				I discovered that my years of reading French literature were of little use to me in daily life. I didn’t know how to say “Where is the bathroom?” Such matters didn’t come up in Racine or Madame Bovary. I couldn’t even ask for a coffee in an understandable verbal form. But these things, being matters of basic survival, were quickly learned. I also figured out that the briefest and most mannerly way to reply to the question “Mademoiselle, voulez-vous coucher avec moi?” was “Non, pas aujourd’hui, monsieur, merci.” Not very New York—“Get lost”—or Canadian—“I’m sorry?”—but a way of refusing that was not downright insulting. On one of my train trips, while I was having a migraine headache, a train conductor commenced groping me from behind. “La nausée! La nausée!” I moaned. Fear of being vomited on is a practical deterrent. This word was the title of Jean-Paul Sartre’s first novel. Never let it be said that the study of French literature is not useful.

				We were only in France for a few weeks, but we covered a lot of ground. We made it to Chartres (for the cathedral), and saw the Châtelet in Paris (memorable to me because of the sinister William Morris poem “The Haystack in the Floods”; I always thought Morris was a better poet than Rossetti). The three of us pooled our resources and rented a car—I think Jim had more money than Alison and I did, having saved it up from his teaching job in Idaho. Off we went on a tour of the Loire Valley, famous for its châteaux. Jim drove, and at one point we got stuck on a roundabout and went round and round, fearing for our lives, never having seen a roundabout before. We did visit some châteaux, with original eighteenth-century furniture, reinstalled after having been looted during the French Revolution, as so much furniture was. For meals, we made do with picnics and croque monsieurs from fast-food stands and the occasional bistro. In those days, the food in any French bistro was good, but the toilets were alarming: the hole in the floor took some getting used to. We saw the insides of many youth hostels. The more French they were, the laxer the rules—variable hours, smoking, transistor radios—but the closer we got to Germany, the tighter and more strictly enforced were the regulations. “What you must understand,” said my friend François Paliard some forty years later, “is that in Germany, everything that is not permitted is forbidden, while in France, everything that is not forbidden is permitted. And that is why there are signs in the Paris Métro saying you cannot bring flocks of sheep into the cars.”

				Alison and I found ourselves in Chantilly, where we visited Adrienne Poy Clarkson, my fellow student writer friend from university. She was not yet a famous TV star; she still had an enviable chignon, and she was painting her fingernails bright red.

				“Can I put your red fingernails in my memoir?” I asked her recently.

				“Why are you so obsessed with those red fingernails?” she said. “It’s the only time in my life I ever did that.”

				“All the more reason they should be immortalized,” I said.

				In August, our threesome dispersed—Alison back to London, Jim to Pocatello. Through some mysterious process, I myself had been offered a teaching job at the University of British Columbia for the year. I was to present myself early in September. I bought a trans-Canada train ticket. At last I would see the Prairies, and the Rocky Mountains. And totem poles; and, well, lots of things.

				Meanwhile, I accepted an invitation to visit the Joneses—now reduced to one Jones—at the summer home in the Kawarthas. Were the kids there? I think so. So was the poet Big Al Purdy, diamond in the rough, who was about to publish his first major book, The Cariboo Horses, but who’d written several earlier books, at least one of which I’d read. Al and Doug liked to sit in the sun drinking beer and discussing poetry. I was the ingenue in the trio. Al was a relentless tease, as I came to realize when I knew him better, and one day he accused me of being “an academic.” At that time, “academic” was a terrible insult among Canadian poets. It meant your work was dry, bloodless, static, and practically dead.

				I poured my bottle of beer over Big Al’s head. He was very tall, but was sitting down at the time, so I could reach. He chased me into the lake. A splashing contest ensued. We got wet. Thus began a lifelong friendship.

				By the end of my visit, Doug and I were sort of a thing. I say “sort of” because I was skittish about commitment in those days. And commitment to what? Did he really think that I, a twenty-four-year-old nascent writer with deplorable fickleness, would turn my back on the open road, move in with him, and keep house for him and his four young kids? He did think that, but I didn’t recognize this desire of his. I wasn’t sensitive to other people’s deeper motivations in those days, being too preoccupied with my own.

				I took the train to Vancouver, where my teaching job was located. My suitcase was in the overhead rack, crammed with manuscripts; my manual typewriter was in my metal trunk in the luggage car. I didn’t have a berth, since I couldn’t afford one, so I dozed in the reclining seat. The journey was intense: the many hours of the tangled, lake-strewn boreal forest north of Lake Superior, the woo-wooing steam-whistling race across the huge but flat prairies with their spectacular sunsets, and then, wondrous sight, the enormous Rocky Mountains, rising to the west of Calgary, snow-capped, stupendous…I stood up to get a better look at them, and my suitcase fell on my head.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 16

			The Edible Woman
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			“Can I subtitle my next chapter ‘Rescued by Giant Lesbians’?” I asked my sister.

			“No. You can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it reads like ‘Rescued by Giant Lizards.’ ”

			This was a relief, since she didn’t say, “Because it might offend someone.”

			“Jane and Helen would think it was funny,” I said to a friend who’d known them.

			“Yes! Yes, they would! They definitely would!”

			At this, I could hear Jane’s loud, delighted, infectious laughter echoing somewhere in the ether. It was one of the pleasures of my life to know that something I’d written had made Jane laugh.

			My proposed subtitle was true. I had been rescued by giant lesbians. Or if not giant, certainly Jane and Helen were a great deal taller than me. A low bar, possibly, but Jane in particular was also a great deal taller than most women at the time.

			Jane and Helen were Jane Rule and Helen Sonthoff. Helen was teaching English Literature at the University of British Columbia. Jane had just published Desert of the Heart, to my knowledge the first serious work of fiction written in English in which lesbians don’t have unhappy endings but instead are given a satisfying romantic conclusion. The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall was considered the norm for lesbians: despised and rejected, doomed to singleness and moping. Hard to imagine that Jane didn’t have this book in mind when she set her novel in a desert: deserts, after all, contain life-giving oases, not just wells in which pussies get drowned. But she also had in mind a couplet from Auden: “In the deserts of the heart / Let the healing fountain start.” Things might get drier and dustier before they become life-giving, as happens in the novel, and as happened—I was fairly sure, even then—in the earlier life of Jane.

			I don’t know how Doug Jones knew Jane and Helen, but he did, and he had thoughtfully arranged for them to be my temporary Catchers in the Rye when I arrived in Vancouver. Accordingly, I phoned them from the train station. Then I took a taxi and arrived on their doorstep, cumbersome suitcase and all. I was not the first waif-and-stray to arrive on that doorstep, and I would not be the last: Jane and Helen (whom I think of as Jane-and-Helen) were kind and generous, and left no stray unrescued, serving at the very least as a refreshing way station on the sometimes otherwise wearying railroad of life. Many an Olivia Twist, and a few Olivers, were given a plateful of scrambled eggs at their kitchen table (Jane’s trick: Add a little cream, a tip I have followed ever since), a side dish of understanding, and a top-off of practical common sense. (Where did the poet Gwendolyn MacEwen hide out when on the run from her obsessive poet ex-husband, Milton Acorn? Jane-and-Helen’s. How did that go? I wonder. High-decibel Gothic melodrama from Gwen, Miss Manners from Jane-and-Helen? He will kill me! Calm down. You’ll be fine. Have a Coke. Or, more likely: Have a drink.)

			Up the steps of a modest bungalow I clambered. Bump, bump went my suitcase. I was welcomed in, my neck bent upwards at a yogic angle so I could see the beaming smiles of my hosts: Jane’s verging on an outright laugh, as if we were sharing a secret out-of-bounds joke; Helen’s more restrained, as if conveying ironic wisdom. Cigarettes in both of their hands, smoke in the air.

			Jane-and-Helen were Americans. They’d landed in Canada partly through circumstance and partly in flight from the less tolerant conditions south of the border. They were from “good” families: Helen’s set of manners was to carry her through many edgy situations, including, eventually, dementia.

			“She seems fine to me,” I said during one visit. “She’s asking questions about what I’m doing, and…”

			“Sure,” said Jane. “But she has no idea who you are.” Like Dylan Thomas’s elderly aunt in A Child’s Christmas in Wales, Helen said the right thing, always.

			Jane’s tactic for coping with unpleasant stuff that had happened to her—especially when actually wounded—was to make the incident into a hilarious anecdote. Early on, she described to me how she’d been in the supermarket examining grapefruits, one in either hand, at chest level—like, it was implied, huge citrus breasts—when a short woman yappily attacked her, right there in the fruits and veg section, for writing indecency in Desert of the Heart. (“What should I have done? Hit her with a grapefruit?”) And how she’d had to restrain herself from guffawing when a chivalrous small man, attempting to be gentlemanly, had insisted on carrying her weighty suitcase—an item she herself could lift with ease—and the attempt had almost done him in. She said she couldn’t go to the ballet because she found it so comical, and would have ruined the artistic proceedings by laughing out loud. It would have been a full-blown alto laugh: Jane was not a giggler. I ought to have pursued the deeper reason for this reaction—it may have had something to do with frilly, airy-fairy enactments of girlish grace, or else jockstraps—but I missed the chance.

			Jane-and-Helen asked me interested questions about my writing, took the answers as seriously as one would wish—though secretly they must have found me odd, and, yes, funny—treated me as the grown-up I wasn’t quite, and took steps to settle me in before my teaching duties were to begin. Through the newspaper ads, we located an apartment for me. It had been added on top of a bungalow, had an external staircase, and was in Point Grey, not too far from the university, with a beautiful 180-degree view of Vancouver Harbour and the coastal range to the north, of Mount Baker over the U.S. border in Washington State to the east, and of Vancouver Island in the western distance. It was also within my price range. It had a stove, a fridge, a bed, and a second bedroom with a desk in it. Otherwise, it was unfurnished. Jane-and-Helen loaned me a card table and chairs, a few cooking pots and pans, a set of dishes, and some cutlery. Sheets and towels appeared from somewhere.

			On the bed was a lurid bedspread made of slippery aqua-green satin, left over from the early 1950s: someone’s outmoded idea of glamour. I used to have dreams about this bedspread, in which it was greener than green and glowing slightly. It was always associated with anxiety or dread: Something was wrong, but what? Sometimes it would be glimpsed through half-opened doors: What was in there, or who? Most often it would turn up in labyrinthine apartments in which I was supposed to be living but that I had never seen before.

			This was my experience of the actual Point Grey apartment: Was I really present in it or not? Was it a hallucination or part of real life, and what was meant by real life, anyway? This space was more like a halfway house; I was pausing in it on my way to somewhere else. I never really moved in. I did buy a carpet from the Salvation Army after my landlords complained about the sound of my footsteps on the hardwood floor. And I got a painting from an artist friend of an artist acquaintance. The painter needed the money, which was twenty-five bucks. The objet d’art was an abstract. It was red. It was without talent. But it made one wall, at least, less blank.

			
				Kafka at Dawn

				My position in the English Department was on the lowest rung of the ladder. I dressed in my most gender-neutral academic outfits: black skirts, long-sleeved white blouses, and over all a straight-fronted and impenetrable brown suede jerkin reminiscent of English archers at the Battle of Agincourt that I’d purchased on sale in London. My ensemble was topped off with my horn-rimmed glasses so that my blindingly seductive beauty would not distract my students. In this defensive armour I’d plod off to campus in my sensible shoes, toting my books and notes.

				I taught the survey course for first-years—Chaucer to T.S. Eliot in condensed whistle-stops—and grammar to engineering students, a class that took place at 8:30 a.m. in a Quonset hut left over from the Second World War. Neither of these tasks came with any instructions. It was up to me how I presented the material, how I set tests or essays, and how I graded the results. I’d never taught anything before except at White Pine as Peggy Nature, though the need to explain things clearly to seven-year-old children came in handy.

				During the survey course, I took up smoking while marking the kids’ heartbreakingly awful essays. I had to do something. It was either smoking or drinking, but if I’d got drunk, I wouldn’t have been able to mark the papers. Though smoking sharpened my concentration, I wasn’t good at it. I didn’t like it much, I coughed, and although my top rate of consumption was a mere six cigarettes a day, I began wheezing while climbing stairs. Despite all these negatives, I found it difficult to stop. A friend of mine who’d tried and quit every form of drug imaginable said that cigarettes were the most addictive of any of them, and, having been there, I believed him.

				The “Grammar for Engineers” class posed a challenge. They must have wondered why they even needed to learn grammar. I wondered it too. But we were in this together.

				The engineering students were a bright lot, focused on goals and fond of problem-solving, though not given to flights of poetic fancy. I had an advantage in that they were not fully awake at 8:30 in the morning, though neither was I. I decided to assign some of Kafka’s parables and paradoxes to serve as models and teaching tools. They could write some paradoxes and parables of their own, and I would correct the grammatical errors in these. We got on fairly well along these lines. They took to Kafka, who was among other things an absurdist, and what could be more absurd than a course in grammar for engineers taught in a Quonset hut?

				Here is the kind of Kafka paradox I gave them, the poor innocents:

				
					They were offered the choice between becoming kings or the couriers of kings. The way children would, they all wanted to be couriers. Therefore there are only couriers who hurry about the world, shouting to each other—since there are no kings—messages that have become meaningless. They would like to put an end to this miserable life of theirs but they dare not because of their oaths of service.

				

				Then there was Zeno’s famous “Achilles paradox”: Zeno argues that Achilles—a swift runner—can never overtake a tortoise with a head start, since the distance between them can be infinitely divided, requiring an infinite number of steps from Achilles.

				I most likely also asked them to identify the contradiction in this quip from Charles Lamb: “Nothing puzzles me more than time and space; and yet nothing troubles me less, as I never think about them.” (What’s he thinking about right here in this sentence?)

				Armed with such models, they came up with some pretty good paradoxes of their own.

				Yes, I was a nerd. But then, so were the engineering students.

				

				—

				As a member of the faculty, however lowly, I could go to the Faculty Club, which I did. I could drink drinks, and I did that too. Nothing out of the ordinary occurred at the Faculty Club, though I picked up signals of underlying hostilities: not toward me—I was insignificant—but among the higher beings.

				My gut instinct was right: I soon found out that there was a Cold War in progress. In addition to teaching my classes, I was expected to attend faculty meetings, and this was a shocking experience. As a student, I had only ever seen university professors from the outside. Wise, erudite, and courteous. But at the UBC English Department meetings, battles raged. People shouted at one another: mostly men, as it was mostly men in the room. There was an inherited feud in progress; I never did find out what the root cause was. Had someone been mean to someone else’s dog, or had an affair with their spouse, or had the combatants come to blows over antinomianism? It was a power struggle, but over what? It’s a general rule that the smaller the piece of cheese, the more the mice will fight over it, but I couldn’t identify the nature of the cheese. The mice, however, were vicious.

				British Columbia has historically been a factional place. Strong opinions and side-taking abound. So do cults, with their cozy in-groups and shunned out-groups. This fractiousness may have come from a population divided between retired farmers (conservative) and longshoremen and unions (radical). Or it may be the weather: rain for weeks or indeed months on end can make for crankiness. It’s not a place given to middle grounds.

				

				—

				Vancouver at that time was not the urban paradise of cloud-capped towers and gorgeous palaces that it is today. The tallest building was the Hotel Vancouver, one of those Gothic, copper-roofed, palatial railway hotels that had sprung up along the Canadian National and Canadian Pacific lines in the 1920s. Granville Island—now an artsy-craftsy, boutiquey, seafoody, festival-ridden merrymaker’s gem—was at that time a dump site for scrap metal. Vancouver did have Stanley Park, good for walking, and beaches, with the remains of Second World War gun emplacements still visible on one of them. It had spectacular sunsets when it wasn’t raining. And it had lovely skiable mountains. It also had giant slugs, never before seen by me. You had to be careful at night, as they would crawl around on the sidewalks and were slippery when stepped on.

				In addition to giant slugs, Vancouver also had poets. These poets were pretty much all male. Some of them put out a magazine called TISH (hint: reverse two letters and spell it backwards), and congregated around a Black Mountain School Olson- and Creeley-loving professor called Warren Tallman. Warren once chased me under a table while he was drunk. (I was a more adroit crawler, so emerged on the other side unscathed.) I met the poet John Newlove at a party at Jane-and-Helen’s. I was later to review him and he was to edit my second published novel, though neither of us knew that yet.

				I encountered the early sound poet and all-round wild child bill bissett at a “happening.” The room was dark, there were strobe lights and glitter balls, and people milled about. As I was standing beside a table, I felt something furry crawling between my legs. I thought it was a large dog, but it was bill bissett. I was shortly to edit him as well. Many years later, bill fell off a staircase and landed on a cement floor, and someone else landed on top of him. bill got a concussion and appeared to be unconscious, but he reported that he could clearly hear two doctors arguing over his prone body. One said that his unconsciousness was psychosomatic, the other said that he needed an operation to remove the dangerous pressure on his brain. He hoped the brain doctor would win, and he did, most likely saving bill’s life.

				“bill bissett isn’t the same since his accident,” one poet commented.

				“He wasn’t the same before,” answered another.

				Milton Acorn of Bohemian Embassy days turned up at my place, proclaimed he was in love with all of humanity (a sentiment I distrust), and borrowed twenty bucks off me, never to return it. I didn’t think he would. This kind of thing was only to be expected of poets.

				One coterie of poets drank ten-cent draft beer at the Cecil Hotel, where there was a regular suds-besplattered Saturday-night fracas between the poets and the longshoremen and the loggers. Vancouver, like Toronto, had blue laws that meant you couldn’t drink outside on a patio, or indeed anywhere you might be glimpsed by an easily tempted or shocked passerby, so drinking options were limited. One of the attractions of the UBC Faculty Club was that it wasn’t on public land, so it had windows you could see out.

				There were other drinking possibilities, however. Down near the harbour was a set of bottle clubs called “The Doors,” named after the colours of their doors: the Blue Door, the Red Door, and so on. These establishments were only precariously legal. A boyfriend took me to one of them. You supplied yourself with a bottle of something in a brown paper bag. (Not Canadian wine, which in that era was unspeakably awful.) Then you presented yourself at a Door. An eye looked at you through a peephole. If you were approved, the door opened and you found yourself in a huge, dim room. Tables with shelves underneath them were arranged around a large central dance or performance space. You stashed your bottle on the under-the-table shelf and ordered the mandatory chicken chow mein and ginger ale. You were then free to drink from your own bottle, except during the nightly police inspection. This consisted of a couple of officers—the night I was there, one was a woman—who would march around the room shining their flashlights on the tops of the tables to make sure no liquor was on them, ignoring the customers who’d passed out with their faces in their plates. The inspectors didn’t poke their noses underneath the tables: then, as now, it was the appearance of virtue that counted.

				On the evening of my visit there was entertainment. A tall, beautiful woman with a gorgeous updo, wearing a green satin formal gown and long white evening gloves, began dancing to a sensual tune. (I know that’s the second batch of green satin in this chapter, but in non-fiction you don’t get a choice.)

				“That’s a man,” said my date.

				“No, it’s not!” I protested. I had never seen or even heard of drag queens.

				“Yes, it is. Look at the shoulders.”

				The woman sat flirtatiously in the lap of one ringside gentleman. More dancing; she removed one glove and tossed it to the audience. Then the other. Off came the green satin skirt, revealing a green satin undergarment, fishnet stockings, and great legs.

				“See? Not a man,” I whispered.

				“Just wait.”

				Then she took off her breasts.

				The art of illusion comes in many forms, fiction being only one.

				

				—

				That spring, Big Al Purdy came to town. He was on one of his periodic vacations from his marriage, vacations that ended after his intrepid wife, Eurithe, had seen off all comers, drawn a line in the sand, and put an end to his vagrant ways. He was hanging out with fellow poet Earle Birney, considerably older than he was and in full flight from his own marriage. Earle had sponsored a young Japanese woman’s entry into Canada as a landed immigrant in the belief that she would then become his maîtresse-en-titre. That didn’t last long: she took off as soon as she could.

				Meanwhile, the middle-aged, cantankerous female poet Dorothy Livesay was loudly proclaiming it unfair that an old goat like Earle could have a young female lover while she, Dorothy, couldn’t have a young male one. She did give it her best shot, with mixed results. I am sorry to say—no! I am not sorry to say!—that Jane-and-Helen later took to referring to her as Dorothy Deathsay when they were all living on Galiano Island and she would run people off the road in her haste to get to the liquor store before it closed. Her attentions to me during my Vancouver year consisted of telling me I should stick to prose because I wasn’t any good at poetry. She became even more hostile later when I was no longer an unpublished junior, though she would also demand that I write letters of recommendation for her to granting bodies.

				Dorothy was narrowly to avoid becoming the defendant in a libel suit. Earle Birney had written a narrative poem called “David,” in which the narrator and his friend David go mountain climbing and David falls and is injured badly. Unwilling to live as a paraplegic, he asks the narrator to push him off a cliff, which the narrator does. Dorothy, being incapable of viewing any literary production as other than autobiographical, wrote a review of it in which she said that Earle had personally pushed his own friend off a cliff. Earle was outraged: never had he committed murder, and especially not by pushing a pal off a cliff! He threatened to sue. Dorothy said she didn’t understand why he was so upset, as she herself had always been in favour of euthanasia. After an interlude of growling and spatting, Earle thought better of it—people were laughing—and withdrew the suit.

				Back to Al’s Vancouver sojourn. I was hoovering up some leftover instant mac and cheese for breakfast one Sunday when the phone rang. It was Big Al Purdy, last seen at the summer place of Doug Jones. Did I have any of those hair roller things? he asked. I was intrigued: he himself was getting quite bald, though long at the back. I wondered what he had in mind.

				Yes, I did have some, I said. During that period of my life, I was still entertaining fantasies of having straighter hair.

				In that case, would I lend them? Al asked. He explained that they were not for him: Earle’s new Japanese girlfriend was a model, and she had a rush modelling job, and as it was Sunday she couldn’t go to a professional.

				Certainly, I could lend them, I said. A pause. Embarrassed um-ing and ah-ing over the phone. Neither Al nor Earle knew how to use the things, he said, so would I mind rollering up the model’s hair myself?

				How to say no? Earle’s protégée appeared at my door. She spoke no English. I spent my Sunday morning rolling up her very long hair and pinning it in place. Silently she departed. The rollers appeared on my doorstep the next day, in a paper grocery bag.

				

				—

				During part of my Vancouver year, I had a Very Nice Boyfriend. Many of my boyfriends were nice, but this one was very nice. As he is still alive and a modest person, I will refer to him as the VNB. I can’t think of a bad thing to say about him, and neither can others who knew him. We never fought. Possibly this was because there was no future: I wasn’t going to stay in Vancouver, and he wasn’t going to leave it. It was like a shipboard romance: joy in the moment, nostalgia in advance. We were kind to each other because, like snow sculptures, we knew we couldn’t last.

				The VNB lived in a rented house with two or three other law students. They had a monkey named God, who loved to chew the carbonized ends of burnt wooden matches and leap off the tops of doors onto female heads of hair. (He was eventually sent off to live with other monkeys after he hit puberty and got out of control re: the hair.) With the VNB, I listened to Bob Dylan—then much in vogue—and ate waffles at Smitty’s Pancake House. We went to bad Italian films, dubbed into English, about Greek heroes—“Hey, Hercules! What’s dat over dere?”—as well as shockers such as Hush…Hush, Sweet Charlotte, which caused the VNB to put his jacket over his head during the screamier moments featuring decapitated heads. We went downhill skiing on Whistler and Mount Baker, and whizzed around on his motorcycle. Euphoria.

				With the VNB, I tried once more to learn how to drive. I’d taken a stab at it as an undergraduate; my father said he’d teach me, but after I’d almost rammed his new car into a stone wall after mistaking the gas pedal for the brake, the plan was quietly dropped.

				The VNB’s father was a used-car dealer nicknamed Frank the Pirate. All the VNB’s friends got their cars from Frank the Pirate: these cars were known as Frank the Pirate Specials.

				“How much mileage has it got?” one asked when buying a Special.

				“How much do you want?” said Frank the Pirate.

				The VNB had a Special that he’d driven across Canada, and it was in this car that I made my driving attempt. But after three sessions—enjoyed by me with merry glee, endured by the VNB with white knuckles and clenched teeth—he gave up. “I can’t teach you,” he said. “You have no fear.”

				I thought I had lots of fears—thunderstorms, forest fires, bears, heights—but these weren’t the right kinds of fears for driving. I wasn’t afraid of other drivers, the edges of roads, or huge chunks of steel hurtling along at insane speeds.

				A great many years later, I wrote a little piece for The New Yorker about my failed attempt at learning to drive in the Very Nice Boyfriend’s Frank the Pirate Special. I received a letter from Vancouver that said:

				
					Frank the Pirate would have been honoured to have been mentioned in The New Yorker in a piece by you.

					Your Very Nice Boyfriend

				

				Sometimes messages are never sent. Sometimes they are never received. But sometimes both happen, and it’s a gift when they are good messages.

				

				—

				Since leaving Camp White Pine in 1960, I’d remained in touch with Charles Pachter, now twenty-two and at art school in Michigan. True to his scampish ways, he’d got in trouble. He’d cut an American flag into stars and stripes, sliding a star under the dorm-room door of everyone he approved of and a stripe under the door of each of the others. The discovery of the desecrated flag had caused a furor. Was it a death threat? Was it an anarchist? The police were called in. Not having realized that cutting up the flag was such a no-no—the Canadian flag not being so sacrosanct—Charlie confessed.

				“Oh, Pachter, it was only you,” said the head of the establishment. “We thought it was a Communist.”

				Charlie wrote me a letter saying he wanted to do a livre de luxe in the French tradition—he’d studied in Paris. Did I have a series of poems that might be suitable? I sent him the only longish thing I had, the seven-poem Circle Game I’d written earlier, and he went to work. The result appeared in late 1964. Each poem had its own black-and-white serigraph, or silkscreen print, in the darkly expressionist style Charlie was then using. He made the blue endpapers himself, incorporating a pair of his blue jeans and also some of his cut-up hair, on the principle that since he was already beginning to lose it, he would preserve some in the endpapers. Charlie’s hair lives on.

				The VNB went off to work in a logging camp for the summer. We said the kind of wistful goodbyes that must have taken place on ocean liners coming in to dock, and I was left alone with my manuscripts. During all this time, I’d been writing and typing, writing and typing. At first, I was focused on poems, reworking those already written as well as writing new ones, sending the finished poems out to little magazines, arranging them, weeding them. Eventually I put together a collection that I felt was better than the one rejected the previous year by Contact Press. It too was called The Circle Game, after the seven-poem suite included in it, along with many others. I sent it to John Robert Colombo at the Ryerson Press, which published a couple of poetry volumes a year, and got a thoughtful rejection. After more additions, subtractions, and rearrangements, I sent it to Contact Press again—the poets’ press that had accepted and then rejected an earlier book of mine—and this time it was approved by all three editors.

				Did this make me instantly happy? No; for some reason it plunged me into a twenty-four-hour depression. I lay down on the floor of my barely furnished apartment, feeling I didn’t have the strength to get up again. What was that about? Be careful what you wish for because if it actually happens it might be smaller and more paltry than you’d imagined? Is this all there is? Would the world be changed by my tiny book? No.

			

			
				Termites in the Woodwork

				After classes were over that year, I began writing prose again. It was 1965, and the first time since I’d started writing, back in 1956, that I was neither studying nor working a job: I had more space to write than I’d ever had. I wrote several stories, and the beginnings of several more that were never finished. I wrote five pages of what was later to become the novel Surfacing, and a chapter of what was even later to become the novel Cat’s Eye. Despite the ominous green bedspread and my terrible food choices and my bad habit of staying up well past a healthy hour, I had more ideas than I could work out, and more indeed than I have ever worked out.

				My life was not all scribbling. Sometimes I played endless games of solitaire. Sometimes I went to the movies or wandered around on beaches. These kinds of activities are usually characterized by writers as “doing research.”

				I finally chose one path among many: I settled down to serious work on my second novel, The Edible Woman. I had three months of writing time before returning to Harvard, as I had—by now—decided to do. I’d been asked to stay on at UBC but had politely declined: the Pacific Coast paradise wasn’t for me, I’d need that Ph.D. if I’d have to teach to support my writing, and—an added incentive—Jim Polk was going back to Harvard for much the same reasons as me. At the end of the meeting at which I’d announced my resignation, the professor in charge had chased me around his office, on the general principle, I suppose, that young female poets were next door to crazed maenads and open to having sex with dachshunds, as well as with middle-aged men as unattractive as him.

				I wrote steadily away at The Edible Woman, sitting at the card table in my unfurnished living room, looking out over Vancouver Harbour. The chapters were the length of the blank UBC exam booklets I’d saved up for such purposes. Once I had a chapter done in handwriting, I would take it into the study and transcribe it into type on my portable machine.

				The Edible Woman was not a work of melancholia like my first novel Up in the Air So Blue. Instead, it was conceived as an anti-comedy: a comic structure with romantic complications, but one that would end with the wrong people getting married to each other. It was set in Toronto, where the protagonist was working at a market research company that bore a strange resemblance to the one where I myself had worked the previous year. The protagonist gets engaged, as I had, experiences a period of detachment from herself, as I had, has a side romance with another boy, and blows everything up with a cake made in the shape of herself, which she eats. This wasn’t an expected ending for a novel. (I note that though this book is now sixty years old and comes from an age before pantyhose, miniskirts, and the pill, it continues to appear in new editions, and to be read by younger generations. Girls are still making unwise marital choices, it seems.)

				For my novel, I invented brand names, borrowed and relocated existing buildings, and stole appearances and scraps of conversations. I repurposed the Don Valley Brick Works—then a huge hole in the ground rather than the lovely park it is today—as the Void so beloved of existentialists and philosophers, especially metaphysicians. I put in some graduate students not unlike those I had known at Harvard. I had a good time doing all of this, cackling to myself as I gave the plot yet another twist.

				One of the central threads—the protagonist’s gradual refusal to eat—didn’t come from any knowledge on my part about anorexia. I didn’t even know the name. I was inspired by my interest in cake decorating and in anthropomorphic types of food. Why did people make confectionery Donald Ducks and Mickey Mice and Santa Clauses? Even more puzzling, why did people put edible brides and grooms on wedding cakes and then eat them? Cannibalism is one of our big human taboos, yet it was being flaunted in the windows of bakeries.

				And was there not more than one kind of confectionery, and more than one kind of cannibalism? What did it mean that we dressed women up like pastel cakes, referred to them as cookies, and said that they were yummy and good enough to eat? Putting on makeup and decorating cakes had quite a lot in common, I had decided. I busied myself with methodology: How would I myself go about creating a cake in the shape of a dressed-up woman?

				Others would attempt this feat in the future, creating the cakes, taking pictures of them to send to me, then eating them. One of my favourite versions appeared on my birthday. I was in Paris, having spoken at the Sorbonne, and at the afterparty I was presented with a beautifully executed cake-woman, naked this time, with a tache d’encre of chocolate curls. Quelle finesse!

				But these experiences were far in the future. In the summer of 1965, I didn’t anticipate anything of the sort.

				My cannibalism speculations were taking place six years before second-wave feminism hit the main pages of newspapers, but there had been subterranean rumblings. I’d been reading Betty Friedan’s recently published The Feminine Mystique and Simone de Beauvoir’s 1949 book, The Second Sex. The first described the plight of women who’d been stuffed back into the home in the 1950s to make way for men returning from the war, the second was written by a woman the exact age of my mother who’d undergone a strict French bourgeois upbringing of the early twentieth century. They were suggestive, though neither one applied to my own experience exactly. I was of a later and freer generation.

				Also suggestive was Marshall McLuhan’s The Mechanical Bride, with its graphic illustrations of the objectification of women via advertisements. I’d been conscious of his work while writing Up in the Air So Blue, and was even more conscious of it now. A belated thank-you to him for the robotic girdle ad, for the WonderBra women dreaming of superpowers, and for the Ivory Flakes picture of a woman divided in two: the upper layer of clothing, the under layer.

				Meanwhile, I’d been sending out the novel I’d written the year before in the Charles Street rooming house, and getting it sent back to me with polite rejection slips. Then came a letter from an editor at Macmillan. He was going to be in Vancouver. Might he offer me tea? We met in the resto-bar at the top of the Hotel Vancouver. He was a respectable middle-aged man who wasn’t trying to pick me up, and who took a paternal interest. Up in the Air was “promising,” he said, but it could use more work, especially the ending. The readership might not be quite ready for a heroine who was deciding whether to push a romantic interest off a roof. Might I consider changing that?

				No, I might not.

				He leaned across the table and patted my hand. “Is there anything we can do?” he asked.

				He evidently thought I was in need of counselling, or possibly medication. Perhaps he was right, but for the wrong reasons. I myself would never push anyone off a roof: the roof-pushing reverie was an artistic choice. Did no one understand my high aesthetic aspirations and accomplishments?

				Luckily, no. Many are the times I’ve thanked my lucky stars that Up in the Air So Blue never got published. If it had been, I’d have had to explain it, endlessly. I can’t imagine—at this distance—what I would have said.

				

				—

				While I was typing away at The Edible Woman one evening, my doorbell rang. It was my middle-aged landlord and landlady from downstairs. They were worried, they said, because they feared their house had termites: they could hear them making little clicking sounds in the ceiling. Had I heard them too?

				“That must have been me typing.” Pause. “I’m writing a novel,” I added.

				There you have it. Novel-writing = termites in the woodwork. Tunnelling away in the dark, unseen, unsuspected, until one day the whole structure crumbles and their artistry is revealed.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 17

			Alias Grace, The Prequel

			[image: ]

			In September I was back in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I ought to have arranged a place to live ahead of time, but I’d neglected this. A friend of mine from Toronto, Richard Lee—later to become an eminent anthropologist—kindly allowed me to camp out on his sofa while I worked the want ads in search of a lodging.

			One sunny Sunday he suggested we go for a stroll. The stroll turned out to be an anti–Vietnam War march, and I found myself in the middle of it without warning. This march was quite small and not to be confused with the one in October, which was not only much larger but more violent.

			We marched along to the Boston Common, yelled at by furious supporters of the American military who had come out of bars. The occasional bottle was thrown. Once we’d reached the Boston Common, the leaders of the march prepared to address us through a megaphone, but the American Nazi Party turned up and snatched the sound system, and the marchers, being pacifists, didn’t know how to get it back. We were therefore regaled with Nazi speeches through our own megaphone.

			Life lesson: If you’ve got a megaphone, hang on to it.

			

			—

			In time, I found a room for rent in a house on Broadway Avenue. It wasn’t an ideal location, as Broadway was a busy thoroughfare and it was a long walk to Harvard Yard, but needs must when the devil drives. It was beside a funeral parlour. During the Great Northeast Blackout of November 9, 1965, when all the power on the East Coast went off and Cambridge assumed the appearance it must have had before electricity, I could see blue lights moving around inside the funeral parlour. I never found out what caused them.

			The rooming house was owned and operated by a round, tough, and forthright woman with several children and a loud voice that carried through the heating system and into my room when she was shouting at the children, as she did frequently. The ambience is described in this poem:

			
				The Landlady

				This is the lair of the landlady.

				She is

				a raw voice

				loose in the rooms beneath me,

				the continuous henyard

				squabble going on below

				thought in this house like

				the bicker of blood through the head.

				She is everywhere, intrusive as the smells

				that bulge in under my doorsill;

				she presides over my

				meagre eating, generates

				the light for eyestrain.

				From her I rent my time:

				she slams

				my days like doors.

				Nothing is mine

				and when I dream images

				of daring escapes through the snow

				I find myself walking

				always over a vast face

				which is the land-

				lady’s, and wake up shouting.

				She is a bulk, a knot

				swollen in space. Though I have tried

				to find some way around

				her, my senses

				are cluttered by perception

				and can’t see through her.

				She stands there, a raucous fact

				blocking my way:

				immutable, a slab

				of what is real,

				solid as bacon.

			

			There you have it: the Life of the Mind versus Real Life, with Real Life prevailing. What was I supposed to be doing in the Life of the Mind? Studying for my Latin and German language exams, prepping for my Ph.D. orals, the exams that came before the writing of the Ph.D. thesis, and deciding on a thesis topic, should it come to that. I did do those things, more or less.

			I also finished revising and typing up the manuscript of The Edible Woman and sent it off to McClelland & Stewart, the only large Canadian-owned publishing house. They were the publisher that had read my story “The War in the Bathroom” and had asked to see any novel I might write. I got a letter back saying they intended to publish it. As I didn’t have an agent and knew zero about the workings of publishing companies, I had no clue as to what should happen next or how long the mysterious process should take. So I didn’t really worry when I heard nothing, and then more nothing. Maybe it was supposed to take this long.

			The room I’d rented was much larger than my earlier one in Toronto. In addition to a desk, it had a kitchen area with a stove, a fridge, and a sink. This was divided from the sleeping area by a curtain on a rope. The place smelled strongly but not unpleasantly of curry. The other rooms weren’t so well equipped. They didn’t have sinks, so, as in my first rooming house, I would find the occasional corn kernel or chunk of potato in the drain of the shared bathroom.

			I had no interaction with the other inhabitants, who were students from other countries. They kept themselves to themselves, except for one noteworthy incident. A young man from the Middle East threw a loud drinking party one evening, with “dancing girls.” The landlady was having none of this, and called the police. There was a scrimmage, followed by an eviction. This event later became the seed of a short story called “Dancing Girls,” which in turn became the title story of my first story collection, published in 1977.

			

			—

			The Circle Game poetry collection was oozing toward publication. The Contact Press editors wrote me: Did I have any suggestions for the cover? My first idea was one of Charlie’s serigraphs, from his hand-printed, illustrated edition of the Circle Game suite. But out of context the picture I had in mind looked a little too much like a toilet, with blurry heads swirling around in the flush. A biologically inclined observer might have mistaken it for a cross-section of a uterus.

			I decided against this image. Instead, I went for the simplest solution, which was to do a cover myself, drawing on my poster-designing experience. I bought some black Letraset—letters you could dry-rub onto paper—and a few sheets of those little red dots used by lawyers to mark important parts of documents. With the dots I made a spiral, to provide an exit from the closed circle of the poems, and with the Letraset I printed the title and the author’s name. A very simple graphic image in red, white, and black. The publishers accepted it, and why not? It was visible. And it was cheap.

			

			—

			Meanwhile, I had a social life of sorts. Jim and I were palling around together—to the Brattle Theatre to see old movies, to Mr. Bartley’s Burger Cottage to eat hamburgers, to the Durgin-Park harbour restaurant in Boston that served early New England food such as cornbread, to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, a monument from the Henry James era of rich Americans bringing back treasures from Europe to civilize the crude and rough-edged Americans. (See the James short story “The Jolly Corner” and the novels The Portrait of a Lady, The Ambassadors, and The Golden Bowl.) We also went to the Union Oyster House, which had begun life as the Atwood & Bacon Oyster House in the early nineteenth century, the Atwood in question being a relative. Our kinsman Daniel Webster ate there. So did John F. Kennedy, not a relative.

			Jim and I were both adding the coursework we needed. We took a seminar called “Victorian Humour,” taught by Harry Levin. The grapevine had it that when delivering your paper, you should sit very close to him and speak loudly, as he was deaf. He probably wouldn’t hear you anyway, so it was best to have your paper clearly typed.

			During the interval—the two-hour seminar was divided in half—the female graduate students were expected to prepare and serve tea and cookies for everyone. There have been several scandalized comments on this practice since, but at the time nobody, including me, gave it a second thought. My Grade Five teacher, Miss MacLeod, had done the same. Betty and Veronica in Archie comics also dished up the cookies, minus the tea: it was no doubt cocoa in their case. Serving up the tea and biscuits was what women did, especially in a crisis such as the Blitz; and graduate school was always a crisis, in a slow-moving kind of way. When The Handmaid’s Tale was published, Jim is said to have quipped, “Hasn’t anyone said that The Handmaid’s Tale is about the Harvard English graduate program?”

			Another memorable seminar was called “Literature of the American Revolution,” taught by Alan Heimert, a disciple of Perry Miller. Professor Heimert began by saying that there wasn’t any literature of the American Revolution, since everyone had been too busy revolting, so we would study the literature leading up to the revolution and the literature that immediately followed it. Thomas Paine, Franklin, and political pamphlets before the revolution, and then, after the revolution, various bemused essays in the equivalent of small literary magazines. The writers of these essays were wondering—now that the utopian New World vision was in full swing—when the Great American Painters and the Great American Novel were going to show up. These worries were so much like the despondent musings about Canadian identity that were going on in my country in the early 1960s that I was fascinated by them. Of course, when the Great American Novels did show up—Moby-Dick, The Scarlet Letter—the critics of the day didn’t applaud or understand them. This too was not lost on me.

			Also of note at Harvard, one of the great universities in the number one country in the world, grave scholars were giving their attention to pieces of paper that weren’t exactly stellar works of literature. Instead, they were windows into time past. What were people thinking during the unusual circumstances in which they’d found themselves? And how did Canada differ? How did “peace, order, and good government” stack up against “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”? Walking the dog versus freestyle figure skating? “Bland…works,” the former Ontario premier Bill Davis used to say. Yes, maybe in politics, but not in art. Such were the thoughts addling my brain around that time.

			In order to research the American “little magazines” of the early nineteenth century, I needed to go into Houghton Library, where the rare books and manuscripts were kept. At the door you had to put little fuzzy socks over your shoes so you wouldn’t dent the beautiful hardwood floors: women’s heels were especially destructive.

			Houghton was a space of hush and grandeur. In the middle of it, under a skylight, was a Gutenberg Bible on a stand, opened with white-gloved reverence to a different page each day. I looked at it with respect, having read McLuhan’s 1962 masterwork, The Gutenberg Galaxy. There it is! I thought. The beginning of the Age of Print. Without it, no Joyce’s Ulysses, no yellow journalism, no Charles Dickens, no cheap sensational horror heroes like Spring-Heeled Jack, no Flaubert, no Dracula, no Sunday-school tracts, no under-the-table nineteenth-century porn.

			And no me, at least in my writerly incarnation. People have asked me over the years, “If you could choose another century to live in, which would it be?” “Too general,” I have replied. “What gender, what age, what country, what social class? A princess of the nobility or a ditch-digger?” I had little doubt that, without the Age of Print, I’d have been scrubbing floors.

			Rumour conveyed that I wasn’t alone in my awe for the Gutenberg Bible: a bibliophile was said to have broken into Houghton through the skylight and had been caught performing a worshipping act of onanism in front of it. (Short form: He was jerking off.)

			
				The Journals of Susanna Moodie

				In our family home we’d had an 1852 book called Roughing It in the Bush, by an immigrant from England, Susanna Moodie. It was about the upsetting experiences she’d had as a genteel Englishwoman trying to make a life in the backwoods of Canada, with few resources and no experience. I hadn’t read it, but as a child I’d been interested in the double O of Mrs. Moodie’s last name, as I too had a double O in my last name. In Grade Six we’d had a school reader containing an excerpt in which Mrs. Moodie’s log cabin had burned down in the middle of winter. That had made an impression on me: wood-stove chimney fires had been a concern in my childhood.

				Around this time, I had a strange dream about Susanna Moodie. I dreamed that I’d written an opera about her, which would have been highly unlikely, since I couldn’t write music. In this opera she was alone on the stage. The dream was so vivid that it woke me up. Intrigued, I went off to the small Canadiana collection in the depths of Widener Library, right next to the witchcraft section, and sure enough, there were her two books: Roughing It in the Bush and Life in the Clearings.

				I read them, and was initially disappointed: no opera material here. The books were somewhat preachy, episodic in shape, with no plotline. Unlike her sister, Catharine Parr Traill, she wasn’t writing a helpful guidebook for prospective immigrants: more like a series of reasons not to come. However, after an interval, I began writing poems in Susanna Moodie’s voice: not her actual Victorian-lady voice, but the voice of her undercurrent, her shadowy double. She was in many ways an anti-me, as in antimatter: she had come from “civilization” and found the wilderness difficult—she didn’t understand it and was in no way equipped to deal with it—whereas I had been the opposite. In the Afterword of the poem suite The Journals of Susanna Moodie that I finally published in 1970, I say:

				
					Mrs. Moodie is divided down the middle: she praises the Canadian landscape but accuses it of destroying her; she dislikes the people already in Canada but finds in people her only refuge from the land itself; she preaches progress and the march of civilization while brooding elegiacally upon the destruction of the wilderness; she delivers optimistic sermons while showing herself to be fascinated with deaths, murders, the criminals in Kingston Penitentiary and the incurably insane in the Toronto Lunatic Asylum.

				

				It was in the Penitentiary and then in the Lunatic Asylum that Mrs. Moodie encountered Grace Marks. Teenage Grace had ended up in the Pen for her part in an 1843 double murder, though it was never known whether she had in fact helped to commit it. Then she was transferred to the Lunatic Asylum, where Mrs. Moodie saw her again and reported that she was now a raving lunatic, and that possibly she’d been mad all along, and Jesus would therefore forgive her once she was dead. What neither Susanna Moodie nor I knew was that Grace had been transferred back to the Pen as not being insane at all. Which opens up a whole slew of other questions. Had she had a psychotic break? Had she been faking?

				In any case, Grace Marks got into a poem in The Journals of Susanna Moodie. It ends:

				
					…There were no clouds, the flowers

					deep red and feathered, shot from among

					the dry stones,

					the air

					was about to tell me

					all kinds of answers.

				

				The Journals of Susanna Moodie was written over a year and a half. It went on to have several lives in book form, and a couple of sequels. One of these sequels was my 1996 novel, Alias Grace, the opening chapter of which contains the same hallucinatory red flowers growing out of stones. This has been an experience I’ve often had: poetry breaks a subject open, fiction grows from the break.

			

			
				The Gigantic Tongue

				I was devoted at that time to The Joy of Cooking, and was living on a limited budget. One day I decided to cook a large cow’s tongue in my little kitchenette, using the Joy recipe. What put this into my head? Reading cookbooks as if they were adventure fiction, then taking the fictions too literally. Anyway, tongue was cheap and could be used in sandwiches.

				I got hold of a tongue, stuffed it into a large pot, and simmered it with herbs and spices for three hours. I peeled and trimmed it as instructed, and left it to cool in its own liquor, as the recipe put it. Then I went off with Jim to see the Polanski movie Repulsion. It was about a woman going mad in an apartment. She leaves an uncooked rabbit sitting out on the counter, attracting flies. She murders a man and stores him in the bathtub: he too attracts flies. A second man follows the first, but doesn’t have time to attract flies. Rotting meat is a theme.

				Wrong choice of film for The Day of the Gigantic Tongue. By the time I got back, the tongue had swollen and was bulging up over the rim of the pot. It hadn’t yet attracted flies, but I could see that coming. It was a warm day. Was madness in my future?

				What did I do with the Gigantic Tongue? I’ve repressed that part.

				The tongue was symptomatic: I didn’t have enough money to continue living in the Broadway rooming house. I found a summer sublet, one of the more peculiar places I’ve ever lived. It had a long, thin bathroom with an enormous bathtub. The room itself was also long and thin, the result of a subdivision of once-large rooms. There was nothing in it but a small desk, a very uncomfortable bed, and a huge antique Victrola from the 1920s, the cabinet-style floor model.

				In this room I began sketching out my next novel. I’d decided that my methods were far too slapdash: this time I was going to be organized. The novel would be called The Nature Hut. It would be based on my experience as a camp Nature instructor. It would have eight characters in it, and each character would have a chapter in each of five sections, making a total of forty chapters. I bought some filing cards of different colours to help me keep track of this scheme.

				I then started writing through this program, one filing card’s worth at a time. I learned much about my characters’ eating habits, their mothers, their friends, their wardrobes, their living quarters. But by the time I’d got through sixteen filing cards—two chapters for each character—I had reached almost two hundred pages, and nothing had happened. It was Annie the Ant all over again. I gave it up.

				Life lesson: I wasn’t meant to be organized. I couldn’t write anything that pleased me if there had been systematic advance planning; it was too much like colouring books, an arts and crafts form I’d always disliked. There are methodical writers and then there are improvisers. Some work with schedules, but others fool around, scribbling graffiti on the edges of their pages and playing dice with time. I now knew for certain which kind I was.

				I don’t recommend my method. The potential for desperation is much greater. On the other hand, the boredom quotient is lower. Feeling you’re about to dive off a cliff into the unknown, where you may either swim or do a two-hundred-page bellyflop, is stressful, but it’s the reverse of tedious.

				However, there was my inherited Puritan New England conscience to be reckoned with: waste not, want not. Never throw anything out—the mantra of the Depression, and also of our family—because you might be able to use it for something else. Thus, the shelves full of rusty screws, decaying rubber bands, and Christmas-present ribbons ironed flat and sorted by colour that have followed me around all my life. Into a drawer went The Nature Hut, because you never know when two hundred pages of unfocused prose may come in handy. But only one sentence survived from this manuscript and made its way into another work of fiction. It’s about an airplane flying high overhead. I was not able to repurpose the rest of my deathless prose for anything.

				Until now, that is. Look: I just did it, on this very page.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 18

			The Animals in That Country

			[image: ]

			At the end of the summer of 1966, I moved again. My cash supply was dwindling further; I hadn’t topped it up with a summer job, since I was writing my flopped novel. I needed to split costs with a roommate, and, through an ad, I found two. They were both graduate students: one in Sociology, the other in Chemistry. They’d secured a gently decaying apartment in a gently decaying apartment building on Harvard Street, and were looking for a third roomie. Their own bedrooms were spacious. The remaining room was not, but it was bigger than my Charles Street cupboard in Toronto. I took it. The apartment had a back stairway leading to a kitchen door, kept firmly locked and chained, as we could hear potential intruders creeping around outside it almost every night, seeking to break in. We took care never to go to the washer-dryer in the cellar alone; we’d heard too many stories of gruesome things happening to unwary girl launderers.

			The two roomies were Susan Milmoe (Sociology), from White Plains, New York, and Karen Walters (Chemistry), from Mazomanie, Wisconsin. Both were younger than me, both were genial, both represented their respective places of origin: Susan with an anxious disposition, a prodigious memory for who was related to whom and had been whose boyfriend, and agitated hand gestures; Karen, blonde, smiling, white of teeth, wholesome, practical, and bemused by the ways of the East Coast. Then there was me. I tried to keep my writerly vocation from the others as long as possible—what was an oddity like me doing at a staid institution like Harvard?—but that didn’t last long. Envelopes arrived from poetry magazines. Magazines themselves arrived. Dead giveaways.

			The usual practice for unfurnished apartments was to go to the Salvation Army, buy some third-hand furniture, then sell it when moving on. I scored a single bed and a little desk that I painted orange. On this I installed my typewriter. I wouldn’t have to write any papers—I’d finished my coursework and was preparing for the fearsome orals—so the clacking noises coming from my typewriter were in aid of poems. Obviously, I couldn’t start another novel right then, although I had one in mind. Writing and Real Life were a Möbius strip: in Real Life, I needed my Ph.D. so I could get a job to support the writing, but I couldn’t do any immersive writing while engaged in the job-creating Real Life Ph.D. Poems, however, could be short.

			The apartment had a small central room with a sofa in it where friends might crash. One of the crashers was Judy Wright, a friend of a friend. Her Volkswagen was an asset: none of the rest of us had cars. Judy had had a weak and alcoholic father and an abusive mother who’d broken all of Judy’s ribs by hurling her against the wall when she was a child. (A doctor had found the broken-rib evidence.) Judy also told us the tale of an illegal abortion she’d had in a hotel room, with the cynical doctor eating a cheese sandwich all the while. “You’ll be back,” he told her.

			As a teen, Judy had been elected Miss Smirnoff Vodka but had jumped out of the processional Smirnoff car because one of the vodka VIPs had tried groping her. Jim Polk used to tell a story of a girl he’d known who’d been Miss Wool Montana and was required to carry a lamb around, which peed on her. The life of glamour has its darker sides.

			In our apartment, the usual roomie-sniping took place over who hadn’t hung up the bathmat (usually Susan) or had left the top off their toothpaste, leaving it to drool all over the sink (Susan again). We took turns making the evening meals. Susan’s methods were unique: she’d regale us with anecdotes from her vast memory stash of who had done what appalling or ridiculous thing to whom while mashing the potatoes with a hand mixer. To emphasize a point, she’d wave the mixer around, still in action. Although the ceiling was high, it developed a spackled surface that we tried to pretend was plaster.

			Here is Susan talking about the me of that time in a 2012 Harvard Crimson piece:

			
				When Susan E. Milmoe began living with her Radcliffe graduate school roommate—a woman whom everyone called “Peggy” back then—Milmoe was unaware that she wrote poetry. Peggy wrote “behind closed doors,” Milmoe said, despite having already published a few poems in Canadian literary journals back home. Little did Milmoe and her other roommate know that the “Peggy” who read their Tarot cards and cooked them meals would become literary legend Margaret E. Atwood.

				“If I had realized she was going to be famous, I certainly would’ve paid more attention,” Milmoe joked. During their time as roommates, Milmoe considered Atwood and her soon-to-be husband, Jim Polk, to be “house parents” and remembered Atwood as a “wonderful cook” who would often listen to her roommates’ quandaries, both academic and romantic….

				“You would get the impression, reading some of the novels, that she’s depressive, but that is not at all the case,” Milmoe said. “She’s very much, in my opinion, a ‘lemonade out of lemons’ sort of person.”

			

			And here is my former Harvard grad-school classmate Lloyd Schwartz on the subject of myself at this time:

			
				Atwood’s interest in gender issues—which would later manifest in her poetry, essays, and fiction—was evident during her graduate studies, according to Atwood’s former classmate Lloyd Schwartz. Schwartz, who now teaches at the University of Massachusetts Boston, remembered working on a short silent film with his roommate in which Atwood starred. In the film, a professor wages a revolution with his students, who summon each other to battle with a ram’s horn. One sequence featured three couples in bed. Of the first two couples, the male members roused themselves from bed to join the battle. Of the third, however, the woman rose to take up arms, leaping from bed and driving off on a motorcycle. That woman was Atwood.

				“Even then, we knew that there was something kind of more adventurous and tougher and more potent about Peggy Atwood than a lot of other women who were graduate students,” Schwartz said. “Peggy was one of those people who really did stand up for her self-respect and power.”

			

			This is nice, though hindsight is 20/20. I’m not sure I was very devoted to “gender issues” at that time. I just thought the motorcycle was funny.

			Despite my lack of a work permit, I got a part-time stint as an “invigilator”—a supervisor of undergraduate examinations. We neophyte exam police had to take a course in cheating, taught by a hardened veteran. He introduced us to every form of exam fakery imaginable. We were to watch out for wristwatches with answers inside them revealed by winding the watch, for those wearing casts on their arms with slips of paper tucked inside, for those leaving the exam early and tipping off others who were arriving late, for invisible ink, for Braille, for desperate souls who, when turning in their blue booklets, would exchange their contents with those of randomly chosen strangers. Swatches of pubic hair and telephone numbers might be inserted in the exam booklets in an attempt to bribe young male markers, but these need not concern us. Our job was simply to detect and prevent the more flagrant cheating devices the invigilation expert had drilled us in. I’ve always been interested in spy stories: secrets, lies, disguises, deceptions. It wouldn’t be a stretch to connect my invigilation training with scenes and devices in my later novels, especially The Handmaid’s Tale and The Testaments.

			We had a visit from my brother, though Harold didn’t crash on the couch. He was already married with children, was specializing in neurophysiology, and was teaching at the University of Toronto. He was visiting Harvard on some synaptical electromagnetic mission or other. He came to dinner, I made him a cake decorated with neurons (in chocolate icing), and we tried to find out what it was that he actually did.

			“Is it sort of like…”

			“Well, not exactly.”

			“So, is it more like…”

			“No, not exactly.” Conversations with him often went like this.

			As electron microscopes had been rare in the early 1960s, Harold’s earlier work had involved him in the physiology of crustaceans, since crabs and lobsters had very large neurons that could be seen through ordinary microscopes. (Did he eat them afterwards? Perhaps. He was frugal.) This took him to places like the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts. In one of these seaside locations, he and my sister-in-law had acquired a pet hermit crab named Herman, who lived in a large marine snail shell inside an aquarium. When Lenore was asked why she had a pet hermit crab, she had answered, “They’re very silent.” However, someone made the mistake of placing Herman’s aquarium on top of their TV set—the old box-shaped kind that heated up—and Herman got steamed.

			I encountered this story in the manuscript of a biography that someone was writing, not about Lenore, but about me. This time the marine life form was a clam, and I was said to have gone down to the docks in Boston to purchase it. I then kept it in a jar on my desk, and made the “They’re very silent” remark when asked about my pet clam. It is in this broken-telephone way that many of the legends of saints and movie stars accumulate.

			“How long would a clam live in a jar without aeration?” I asked my mother.

			“About six hours.” Being from Nova Scotia, she was familiar with the ways of clams, and doubtless of clams in jars.

			“Sorry, but this wasn’t me,” I told the biographer. “There was no pet clam.”

			“But it’s such a good story!”

			That excuse may fly for a novel, but not—I submit—for a biography.

			
				Is This the Big Time?

				The Circle Game appeared from Contact Press, with my Letraset cover, in the fall of 1966. It was a very, very small edition. Nevertheless, I was thrilled and apprehensive in equal measure. My fellow Canadian writer Matt Cohen used to say of publication days, “Time to heave another brick into the swamp.” It did feel like that: Would my book sink without a trace? Many did.

				My roomies—especially Susan—thought this Canadian poetry-book publication thing was hilarious. Who knew there were any poets in Canada? Who knew, in fact, that there was any Canada? At Harvard, the belly-button centre of world education, people used to ask me quite seriously if I lived in an igloo. After a while, I stopped trying to explain Canadian geography and history and took to simply lying. Yes, I said, I did live in an igloo, but my igloo was large, with an annex where my twelve sled dogs could sleep. That seemed to satisfy them. Really, what else was there to know?

				After the publication of The Circle Game, I received a letter from William “Bill” Toye. He proposed that I submit my next poetry collection to the Oxford University Press, Canadian branch. Bill, a kindly, elvish character whom I’d met once through Jay Macpherson, was a huge big deal in my tiny sphere. Not only was he one of the founding editors in 1956 of the Tamarack Review, which I had pored over in the Victoria College Reading Room during my undergrad days and in which I had since published, but he’d made a name for himself through his scrupulous attention to typography and design. He published the occasional beautifully designed thin volume of poetry—Jay Macpherson’s The Boatman and George Johnston’s The Cruising Auk spring to mind—and proposed that a slim volume of my own poetry be added to this list.

				Funny he should mention it. I just happened to have such a volume close at hand, having accumulated a stash of poems in the usual haphazard way. I spread them out on the floor and shuffled them—the time-honoured method of arranging a book of poetry—and sent the manuscript off. It was accepted with alacrity, and Bill and I set about the ordering and the editing. It was one of many books I did with him, and he was always a delightful co-conspirator.

				There was the matter of the cover. There is always the matter of the cover. Bill’s first idea for The Animals in That Country was to use a drawing of the Zodiac sign of Taurus the Bull, wrapped around both front and back. I pointed out that, if we did this, the back of the book would have a bull’s rear end on it, complete with large bovine genitalia. Hastily the suggestion was withdrawn, and two lions substituted.

				What’s in the poems? Many things I’ve been telling you about. My landlady from Massachusetts Avenue and the Boston Strangler, for instance, and the Royal Ontario Museum. The Gigantic Tongue didn’t make it in. Perhaps it is being reserved for a horror story.

				Consulting the front matter of the published book, I note that some of these poems had previously been published in Adam, Human Voice Quarterly, Kayak, Poetry Australia, PRISM international, Parva, Quarry, Saturday Night, Talon, The Atlantic, and the Tamarack Review. What a roll call of once-feared and desired names! And what a busy bee I was.

				The front material of Animals says, “ ‘Speeches for Doctor Frankenstein’ has been published in a limited edition with woodcuts by Charles Pachter.” Except they weren’t woodcuts: they were mostly serigraphs—silkscreen prints in full, solid, flaming colour, the kind that only a serigraph can produce. The edition is a stunner. However, it’s very rare. Charlie made only ten of these books. He gave one to me and sold eight. Then someone stole the last copy: his own.

				On the back of The Animals in That Country, Bill Toye wrote, in addition to “a fresh poetic talent”—well, you have to say something—“Her first book of poems, The Circle Game, won the Governor General’s Award in 1967.” It is true, I had won this prize for 1966. The GGs were a big deal—the only big deal in town at that time, the town being Canada. Usually those who won for poetry were eminent, which I wasn’t. I was taken very much by surprise—as, I expect, was everyone else—when the announcement appeared at the end of March 1967.

				“You won what?” said my roomies. “The Governor General’s Award? Who’s he, and what’s that?” I explained that the Governor General was the Queen’s representative in Canada. “The Queen! You mean…the Queen? You still have a…queen?” It was as if I’d won a whalebone corset.

				You had to go to Ottawa to pick up the award, in an afternoon ceremony followed by an official dinner. You didn’t get the actual cheque until after dessert. The award was worth a thousand dollars, a fortune to one in my grad-student position. I pre-blew most of it on two things I’d been wanting for some time: a Selectric bouncing-ball electric typewriter, and my first contact lenses.

				Goodbye, horn-rims, I thought cheerfully, though my cheer was premature: these lenses were the old original hard ones, the kind people pawed through their mashed potatoes trying to find, the kind that had hockey players crawling around on the ice searching for a dropped lens, the kind that saw people screaming on the street and clapping a hand to an eye as a piece of dirt blew in, causing a sharp pain. And you had to break these lenses in: an hour one week, two the next. If you exceeded the time limit, you’d start weeping.

				I had nothing suitable to wear to the semi-formal GG Award ceremony. My roomies took pity on me and helped out. The ivory-coloured sheath dress was Susan’s, and the earrings came from another friend named Renate, a contact of Charlie Pachter’s who claimed to be, and probably was, a Polish countess. I got shoes to match, and from somewhere a little evening bag appeared. (While I was away in Ottawa, my roomies confiscated my Hush Puppies. I used to think they’d been incinerated, though I learned recently that they’d merely been consigned to the trash. Well, they were getting worn-down and undignified, said the roomies, especially for a person of my newly bestowed eminence.)

				The ceremony took place in Rideau Hall, the residence of the Governor General. There I was, rigged out in Sue’s ivory dress, my new contact lenses affixed to my eyeballs. The Governor General at that time was Roland Michener, a bon vivant. He’d had a snifter or two. He was charged with doling out the various awards, in both French and English—for novels and non-fiction works as well as for poetry—and it was clear that he was bored by this task and couldn’t see the point of it. He said he hadn’t read any of our books and he wasn’t going to, but he supposed other people would. Then we each got a handshake and something—was it a scroll, was it a medal? By this time, my contact lens clock was ticking perilously down, my eyes were watering, and I wasn’t concentrating.

				But protocol is relentless. Off we went to the black-tie dinner, where I was seated between two francophone gentlemen while we listened to speeches. By this time, the tears were rolling down my cheeks: I hadn’t yet mastered the art of popping out the lenses without a mirror. My dinner companions thought I was crying from emotion, and patted me in a kindly, avuncular manner.

				No sooner was the cheque within my evening bag than I hightailed it for the washroom, where I pried the lenses from my pinkened eyes, gasping with relief. The winner of fiction in English—Margaret Laurence for A Jest of God, which I had just read and admired—was in there too, having a fit of nerves. Thus began a friendship that wasn’t without its more sinister passages, later.

				One of the judges, Robert Weaver—an editor of the Tamarack Review and host of the CBC Radio program Anthology, on which the work of a lot of young writers first appeared—told me much later, “I’ve sometimes wondered whether it was a poisoned chalice.” And it’s true: clouds of jealousy and malice began accumulating around me from that day forward, exuded mainly by other poets. Poets are not, generally speaking, a fully balanced or unenvious lot.

				

				—

				Shortly after the awards ceremony, I was in Toronto, attending a play at Hart House, when who should loom out of the shadows but Dennis Lee of Shakesbeat Latweed fame. He and his friend, the writer Dave Godfrey, were starting a new publishing company. It was to be called House of Anansi, after the African spider trickster god known to Dave through his travels in Africa. (“Cultural appropriation” had not yet hit the scene.) Jim Polk later quipped that the company should have been called House of Atreus because of all the backstabbing that went on, but that was in the future.

				The point being, said Dennis, that The Circle Game was out of print and there were no plans to reprint it, since the poets who ran Contact Press were winding the venture up. So why didn’t the House of Anansi do a new edition?

				Fine by me, I said. I asked how many they were thinking of printing.

				“Three thousand,” said Dennis casually. This was unheard of for a slender first book of poetry. I thought he was mad, but what did I have to lose?

				The next idea, said Dennis, was that they would finance their company by getting Canada Council grants for the first four authors whom Anansi published. Then the authors would invest this money in the company, receiving shares in return.

				What was a share? “Sure,” I said. The scheme sounded a bit crazy, but crazy had never put me off. Thus, I became a shareholder. And Dennis kicked off a train of events that would influence the rest of my life. But who knew that, then?

				For the new Anansi edition of The Circle Game I would need a jacket photo, said Dennis. Contact Press hadn’t gone in for such frills. But how to obtain such a photo? I didn’t want to use my remaining loose change to pay for one.

				Charlie took the photo, in Montreal.

				“What was I doing there?” I asked him last week.

				“Visiting moi.”

				Charlie was working for Expo 67, which was about to launch at the end of April. This was an international exhibition like the Chicago World’s Fair, and was planned to be one of the biggest ever held. Could weeny Canada pull it off? Would it open on time? Would it be a success? By early April, enthusiasm was running high: Canada, for once, was feeling pretty good about itself, a mood that would influence the generation of literary nationalists that was just emerging.

				Charlie and I did my photo shoot, and I chose a suitably serious-looking and waifish photo for the back cover. I stand against a cracked cement wall in a thick knitted cardigan, with a comfortless look: just the thing. Then there were the other photos in the shoot. In one of them I have a pile of shredded newspaper on my head, in another I peer owlishly out from between the steps of a Montreal external staircase. Was I making fun of my own jacket photo? Was my Gemini self out to undercut what my Scorpio self had created? Most likely.

				“Was that the time we dropped acid?” I asked Charlie. It was. I don’t think we took much, but it was enough to give Charlie some unpleasant visits with his relatives, dead and alive, and me an in-depth though not very illuminating experience with a Persian carpet.

				People’s descriptions of their own acid (or any other) trips can be very tedious. There’s a reason for that. You had to be there. But you weren’t.
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				Another Unexpected Event

				In the late spring of 1967, Jim Polk and I got married. Neither of us was what you might call the marrying type. But because I had to go back to Canada—my visa was expiring—we had to either marry or part, and we weren’t ready to part.

				I had somehow—through the academic grapevine?—obtained a teaching job at Sir George Williams University in Montreal. Jim couldn’t attempt an entry to Canada without being suspected of being a draft dodger unless he was married to someone such as myself. And if he didn’t come to Canada, what would he do? He’d passed his orals and was supposed to be writing his Ph.D. thesis, on a children’s book by Thackeray that interested him not at all. He might possibly go back to a teaching job in Pocatello, Idaho—not a prospect that filled him with joy.

				Then there was the draft. The Vietnam War was now seriously underway, and the U.S. Army was gobbling up young men. Jim had tried to join the army a number of years earlier when at a dead end in his life, though his second-language offering of ancient Greek seems to have made him unappealing to the military. But who knew what the army might be prepared to put up with in 1967?

				My two roomies greeted our announcement with glee. Susan loved a good festivity. She said that if we weren’t going to do the full-blown down-the-aisle-with-a-veil, we at least had to have a reception at the main Radcliffe women’s graduate-student residence, which had rooms for such events. She would plan it. She would serve baked cheese balls and make a cake, suitably decorated. Alcohol would be present. Nothing could dissuade her.

				What form should the actual wedding take? Time was pressing. Jim and I opened the Yellow Pages, where business telephone numbers were listed, and looked up all the justices of the peace. We made an appointment with the only one who answered the phone. I raided Filene’s Basement and came up with a cut-rate white lace minidress with long sleeves.

				The justice of the peace turned out to be a very elderly Chinese man who had been the Chinese ambassador in Paris before Mao’s revolution, or so he said. He was wearing a bolo tie with a buffalo skull slide, a skullcap, and glasses with sunglass flip-ups. Present were my bemused parents, my fifteen-year-old sister, and my Very Nice Boyfriend from Vancouver who was touring North America on his motorcycle and had happened to turn up. According to my mother, when he arrived at the door unexpectedly in his wet and windblown motorcycle gear, I exclaimed, “I thought you were the Boston Strangler!”

				The ceremony took place in the ex-ambassador’s living room. We’d thought it would just be a matter of signing some forms, but no, there had to be an elaborate ritual and a sermon from the justice. Our rings were circled around a statue of the Buddha, we were told to “love each other for what you are and forgive each other for what you ain’t,” and a prayer was said over our heads as we knelt by the living-room fireplace. The old guy was having the time of his life and probably thought it was as funny as we did, but we all kept straight faces. Then, after signing something, being gifted with a plastic punch bowl set, and having been coerced into buying a strange dollar-store “good luck” lamp, we were allowed to escape. The ex-ambassador capered merrily down the sidewalk behind us, flinging rice.

				“We can’t possibly be married,” said Jim. But we were.

				Next came the reception. Susan was in a state of fluster. The cheese balls weren’t exactly cooked, though they might be cooked shortly. The cake had run into difficulties. The body of the cake had come out all right, but there had been a problem with the boiled icing: it kept sliding down. In desperation, Susan had called Robert Kirkpatrick, a tall and gentlemanly roommate of Jim’s from North Carolina, whose family ran a catering business. He came over to consult. After considering the cake from all angles, he said, “When I have to deal with a cake like that, I generally cover it with strawberry leaves.” But there weren’t any strawberry leaves. Something must have been worked out, however, because there was the cake, ready for us to cut. We heard the story of its travails later.

				Because we hadn’t done the big family wedding event, we had two more receptions thrown for us, each with a cake: one in Toronto in my parents’ backyard, and one in Montana, by Jim’s mother and stepfather, his actual father having died some years before. That cake was the biggest.

				We were given some wedding presents. My favourite was an embossed silver telephone receiver cover: you clipped it on over the actual telephone receiver. There is a Japanese category of objects called chindogu: things that are next door to useless. There is even a contest for them. I don’t think the silver telephone receiver cover was ever entered, but it ought to have been.

			

			
				Jack the Mac

				After the appearance of a Toronto newspaper story about me and my GG poetry win, featuring a photo in which I’m reading a book beside the Charles River wearing a red minidress and fishnet stockings, I’d received a letter from Jack McClelland of McClelland & Stewart. He’d read the story, he said, and noted that I had an unpublished novel. Could they please see it?

				I replied that they’d been seeing it for two years. I’d mailed it to them and they’d quickly accepted it. However, I’d heard nothing since, and had assumed they were no longer interested. Could they please send the manuscript back?

				“Let’s have a drink,” said Jack.

				Jack and I met for that drink at the end of the summer of 1967. The location: somewhere in Yorkville, Toronto, at that time a countercultural bastion. I was wearing an apricot-coloured A-line minidress structured like a triangle, with a big zipper up the front and a matching hat. I was apprehensive: Jack was affectionately known among writers as Jack the Mac, and sometimes—less affectionately—as Jack the Knife, in reference to the ruthlessness ascribed to publishers by writers whose manuscripts have been rejected by them.

				Jack was known as a swashbuckler. He’d been the captain of an anti-U-boat ship in the Second World War, escorting convoys across the Atlantic. The writer Sean Kane remembers his own father, Hugh Kane, then in sales and marketing at McClelland & Stewart and another navy vet, confabbing with Jack. He told me that the two of them were still fighting the Second World War, except with books. Everything was a crisis. “Full speed ahead! Damn the torpedoes!” They’d sign their memos to each other with the genial but obscene “GFY.” It took young Sean quite some time to figure out what that meant.

				Like a lot of men who came back from that war, Jack was a risk-taker on a grand scale. He gambled on Canadian writing at a time when most people thought there wasn’t much of it, apart from journalism and Beautiful Canada calendars. He was one of those who conjured it into being. By the time I met him, he’d been successfully publishing Farley Mowat, Pierre Berton, Margaret Laurence, June Callwood, Mordecai Richler, and Irving Layton, to name a few.

				He subtitled McClelland & Stewart “The Canadian Publishers,” since being an agency publisher—distributing books published elsewhere—wasn’t going to be enough. He also realized that because education was changing—there was no longer a set curriculum, so goodbye to predictable yearly sales of Julius Caesar and The Mill on the Floss—publishers in Canada would have to come up with a different model. Understanding the role that paperbacks now played in the continued life of a book, he devised the New Canadian Library, a cheap paperback line. He invented the author book tour because Canada lacked any central publicizing authority such as the New York Times: authors needed local papers and local radio and TV stations and indie bookstores, and in order to get that coverage an author had to be present in person. So Jack cooked up the Kill an Author tour, starting writers in Halifax and skipping them across the country, a city a day, until they reached Victoria on the West Coast, more dead than alive.

				He went in for splashy publicity stunts that were not always in good taste. In fact, they almost never were. He drove up Yonge Street in a horse and vintage carriage with the author Sylvia Fraser, both of them wearing skimpy ancient Roman outfits, to publicize Sylvia’s novel The Emperor’s Virgin. (There was a snowstorm. They almost froze to death.) Miniature jockstraps were sent to reviewers along with a book on football. A tome on snakes was mailed in a box with air holes: the recipients thought there must have been a snake inside that had escaped. Screams, clamberings onto desks, calls to the Humane Society.

				At our first meeting in Yorkville, I had a drink and Jack had four drinks. Then he said, “We don’t publish books, we publish authors. I’ll publish your book.”

				
					Me: Have you read it?

					Jack: No, but I will.

				

				This, despite the less than glowing readers’ reports on the book. (I got my mitts on those eventually, and I know where you live.) Jack bought the international rights for a ridiculously low sum, then sold the book to André Deutsch in England and to Peter Davison of the Atlantic Monthly Press in the States. Jack was an accomplished pitchman with a dash of con artist, as he would need to have been in order to sell Canadian books to either of the English-language publishing centres of the empire.

				To explain M&S’s failure to communicate with me for two years, Jack told a huge whopper. The reason they’d dropped the ball, he said, was that the editor who was supposed to be dealing with my book had gotten pregnant, and you know what that does to women’s brains, and she’d left the book in a drawer without telling anyone about it and had gone off to have the baby. When, much later, I reported this fable to Anna Porter—a junior at M&S in the late 1960s, but by then my publisher at Doubleday paperbacks—she let out a guffaw. “That book was on his office floor the whole time, with a lot of other manuscripts on top of it,” she said.

				“That book” was The Edible Woman. There is something delicious about a seasoned Second World War navy vet publishing a fictional romp that ends with the heroine making a cake in the form of herself and then eating it: this wasn’t the usual ending for a novel of that era. But Jack was a gambler, and he threw the dice, and neither of us lost.

				Some years later, Anna Porter asked Jack to give his honest opinion of a collection of my stories. This is what he wrote:

				
					I think there’s a wide divergence of quality in the stories although they are all well-written; they all have the Atwood trade-mark and could be written by no one else. She is incredibly good on detail and incredibly good in terms of human sensibilities. The only problem that I had with any of them is that her people all seem to be semi-mad—at least in my terms—but that is undoubtedly the way Peggy is herself and that’s probably what makes a great writer. She is a bit like Sylvia Fraser in the sense that her mind sure as hell moves on a different level of sensitivity than mine—every gesture, every word, every expression made by any of these people has some interior meaning. It terrifies me.

				

				“Did he ever make a pass at you?” a friend asked recently.

				“No,” I said. “Not once. Not ever.” He did have a bit of a reputation, but he probably felt it would have been like making a pass at a cobra.

				Jack the Mac and I eventually became friends, but I suspect I continued to terrify him. Why not? In view of the subjects of some of my stories and poems, I terrified myself, much of the time.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 19

			Graeme, The Prequel:

			Part One

			[image: ]

			As Graeme Gibson will shortly take a major part in this narrative, I will provide a prequel: that is, what Graeme was getting up to before I knew him. Part One takes us from when Graeme was born until…But you must wait and see.

			Thomas Cameron Graeme Gibson was born in London, Ontario, in August 1934. That makes him a Leo, but, as I later determined by doing his horoscope, a Leo with Scorpio Rising. Leos are sunny and energetic as long as they are kings. They rule, and it’s a jovial and benevolent rule unless you are lacking in deference. Scorpios are another matter, and a darker one.

			Graeme’s father was Graeme Gibson the Father, at that time a junior officer in the Canadian Army, stationed at Wolseley Barracks in London, Ontario. GG the Father had danced too many Charlestons, written too many poems, edited too many student newspapers, and acted in too many student plays, and as a consequence had flunked out of university. (This was to become a male Gibson family theme.) His relatives occupied a moderately high rung on the social ladder: one became a high court judge and another served as commissioner of penitentiaries, leading Graeme to quip that should he be convicted of a crime he would get a light sentence and an early parole.

			Some of the relatives pulled strings for the twenty-year-old Gibson the Father and secured him a position with a brokerage firm—for which, I propose, he was not well suited—but then in 1929 the stock market crashed. No more firm. Hence the army. The relatives had some connections there too.

			Graeme’s mother was Mary Cameron. She was Australian, the daughter of a semi-pro opera singer named Bertie (short for Alberta) and a doctor who’d originally been Canadian, from the former Lobo Township to the west of London. He had “weak lungs”—which, in the early twentieth century, could have meant everything from cancer to TB to a propensity for the flu—and was told he had to seek a warmer climate, which was how he’d ended up in Brisbane.

			According to Graeme, his mother thought God was a minor member of the royal family. She was heavy on genealogy—she had a great big family tree drawn up, and Graeme proclaimed that he was descended from someone called Aloysius the Slobberer and also from King Æthelred the Unready. The Camerons were keen on the Scots—according to Graeme’s mother, if Laird Something Something had had a son instead of a daughter, Graeme would have been the Cameron, head of the clan.

			The Gibsons were Scottish too, and Graeme frequently wore the family tartan—Ancient Buchanan, for those interested—and a family-crest signet ring that showed a pelican feeding its young with its own blood. Graeme was certainly in the habit of doing such young-feeding, though it was more likely to be scrambled eggs.

			How seriously did Graeme take this family history? Both seriously and not-seriously. He said the family’s Latin motto was “Gibsoni Non Foolum.” For someone who’d once got a mark of two on a Latin exam—for writing his own name—this was doing pretty well. I was pleased that there was at least someone in the world whose Latin was worse than mine.

			Graeme Gibson the Father had met Mary Cameron under the following circumstances: The Canadian Dr. Cameron had died, and Bertie the opera singer had been so devastated that she’d walked out of their house in Brisbane and had never gone down that street again. She’d then arranged a pilgrimage to Lobo Township in Canada to visit the scenes of her dead husband’s youth, taking her only daughter, Mary, with her. This would have meant crossing the Pacific in a ship and then taking a train across Canada. There, young Graeme the Father met Mary—probably at a dance, as one did then—and they became engaged. While waiting for permission for them to marry—junior officers had to do that in those days—Mary had her own early radio show called The Australian Songbird, on which she sang and played the ukulele.

			
				We Almost Lose Graeme

				At age two, toddler Graeme almost drowned—he fell off the dock at the ancestral cottage. Luckily, the family was alerted by the barking of their two Scottie dogs, a black one named Scotch and a white one named Soda. Graeme was located underwater, emitting bubbles, and was dragged to the surface by his hair.

				A little later, in—I’m guessing—1937, the family visited Mary’s family in Brisbane, which included her three brothers, whom she adored. (She wasn’t so devoted to the Canadian Gibsons. According to her, Canadians were “God’s frozen people.”) Graeme could just barely remember this trip: he must have been three. He got into the ship’s elevator, an old-fashioned cage affair with a lever, and found out how to close the doors and make the elevator go up and down. Up he went, attracting a crowd of concerned adults who went pounding up the stairs to intercept him. When they reached his level, he descended again, followed by the distraught mob stampeding down the stairs. This went on until an elevator expert managed to stop the thing and extract him. He remembered this episode with great glee: evading restriction was one of his motifs. He was, for instance, claustrophobic, and whenever we stayed in a hotel, he would begin by scoping out the best routes for escaping from it.

				In 1939, along came the Second World War. Graeme’s father went overseas to England with his Canadian regiment in 1940, just before the onset of the Blitz. Graeme was not yet six years old. Before leaving, his father told him he was now the man of the house and must take care of his mother and his brother, Alan, who was four years younger. Five-year-old Graeme promised to do so, and then stuck some menthol ointment into his eye—to signify that he was really just a child, I’m guessing. If he had to take care of everyone else, who was supposed to take care of him?

				But he took the instruction seriously, and did his best. By the age of seven, he was making tea and toast in the morning and carrying it up to his mother, along with the newspaper, so she could have breakfast in bed. His mother was an excellent cook, and taught this skill to Graeme. He too became an excellent cook, and remained so until almost the end of his life.

				His mother was worried that, without a male role model, he wouldn’t learn how to man up. One day she came home with two pairs of boxing gloves. Graeme was instructed to put on one pair. Mary put on the other. Then she knelt so she was at his level.

				“Hit me in the face,” she instructed him. Presumably she intended to parry the blow.

				“No!”

				“Come on! Hit me in the face!”

				“No! You’re my mother!”

				Whap. Mary slugged Graeme in the face. This must have been confusing for him.

				Being the man of the house, for Graeme, included listening to his mother’s harrowing and weepy stories about her visits to the war-wounded—often the horribly mangled—at Sunnybrook Hospital, in what was then on the northern outskirts of Toronto. Military wives were expected to do such visiting, though I expect Graeme’s mother would have done it anyway. But maybe it was not such a good idea to overshare with an eight-year-old. She was also tasked with supporting the junior military wives, especially when their husbands had been killed. The mothers of several of Graeme’s childhood friends had received the fatal telegram. The kids knew what it meant, and lived in dread of it.

				Another of Mary’s duties had to do with Little Norway, a group of young Norwegian airmen who were training in Toronto. She’d throw parties for them, and would play the piano so everyone could sing. Graeme remembered listening on the stairs with his brother to the goings-on. That was the war: on the one hand, death and destruction; on the other hand, morale-building festivities.

				Graeme’s father wrote whimsical illustrated letters to his two sons. All letters from the front were subject to censorship—no positions could be revealed, so he couldn’t say where he was or what he was doing. Graeme’s mother had the children include wishes for his safety in their bedtime prayers. Then they would say “Good night, Daddy” into the starry sky.

				Graeme’s father was rapidly promoted, and was soon the youngest brigadier general in the Canadian Army. His battle trajectory was: Sicily and Italy, including Monte Casino; then the Adriatic coast—the Gothic Line campaign. Then to Holland via the Reichswald—a muddy meat grinder. Once the Canadians were in Holland—as the Netherlands was generally termed then—they were given the task of “clearing” it. Brigadier Gibson was in charge of the liberation of the city of Deventer on the River IJssel. He managed this task without bombing the city to smithereens thanks to information smuggled to him by a member of the Dutch Underground—a young baker who everyone thought was stupid, and who thus was never caught. Then he proceeded to liberate Westerbork, a transit camp that acted as a depot for Jews being deported to Auschwitz for slaughter. After that, he and some of his troops went to Bergen-Belsen to help the British, who’d liberated it a couple of days earlier. What they found there, he said much later, was even more shocking than what they’d seen at Westerbork.

				I have inherited the general’s military library, including the Canadian Army’s history books, so I can time and place his movements exactly. My small tribute to him is a story called “A Dusty Lunch,” which is included in the collection Old Babes in the Wood.

				He remains a mysterious figure to me: as with anyone who has died, you think of the pertinent questions you’d have liked to ask once it’s no longer possible for anyone to answer them. Not that the general would have answered anyway: veterans of the war were by and large uncommunicative except among themselves, though toward the end of his life he did tell several stories about those times to his grandson Matthew. In his later years he was visited by some disturbing hallucinations: men hanging in the shower, people being murdered. Was this a return of his wartime past? Are there some things you never really forget?

				During most of the war years, young Graeme and his mother and brother lived in a rented house on Spadina Avenue in Toronto, north of Bloor Street. Graeme’s bedroom was the same room that the writer Matt Cohen inhabited at some point in the 1960s, a fact that seemed to mean something to Matt. It was also the room Graeme used to sneak out of at night so he could walk around the streets by himself to see what people were doing when he was supposed to be asleep. He couldn’t really find out because he wasn’t tall enough to look into their windows most of the time, though not for want of trying. He did climb in through a window belonging to the house of one of his friends, but landed on a visiting aunt. He was an odd child.

				

				—

				Graeme was expelled from Brown Public School in Grade Two because he was always late. He was collecting newspapers for the war effort, going from door to door asking for papers, then piling them onto his little red wagon. He kept doing this even when ordered not to, much to the annoyance of the school. He felt he had to try everything possible to help out the soldiers because his father was a soldier and was somewhere called “overseas,” in the war, and had to be saved. That was his story. The other story was that he just didn’t like school.

				It’s interesting to note that at the age of seven—as an angelic-looking child with blond curls and big blue innocent eyes—Graeme was already showing a marked predisposition for ignoring what other people told him to do.

				For a while he was sent to Upper Canada College, the all-male prestigious haute-WASP English-clone establishment, but he claimed not to remember much about this interlude except that on the way home one day he was chased through Peter Pan Park by a child molester, as they were called then. It must have been around this time that he and a friend almost drowned when they fell through the ice of a creek that ran through what is now Winston Churchill Park. Luckily, they knew enough to kick off their rubber boots, which had filled with water, and drag themselves out of the creek by freezing their mittens to the surface of the still-intact ice. They sloshed and shivered along to the friend’s house, where the friend’s mother put them into a tepid bath to thaw them out.

				Over the years, Graeme went to seventeen different schools. In the earlier ones, he would have to fight the class bully. It was a thing boys did then. Sometimes he would be establishing his rank, sometimes he would be defending his younger brother, Alan. He won all the fights but one: he’d knocked the other boy down and was chivalrously helping him back up again when his opponent slugged him below the belt. However, the referees—the watching boys—didn’t count this as a loss, since it was foul play. At some time during these adventures Graeme learned to read and write, but he wasn’t particularly interested in either, according to him.

				After the general had returned in 1946, when Graeme was twelve, his parents made every effort to return things to normal. As part of this plan, they got the boys two cocker spaniels named Peter and Wendy. But Peter and Wendy came down with extreme cases of mange, and the vet said they would have to be shaved and then rubbed with smelly ointment for a long time. The parents considered a life with two naked, stinky, miserable little dogs, and announced that Peter and Wendy would have to be put down. But Graeme came up with a Plan B: he and Alan formed a delegation, and petitioned the parents. Could Peter’s and Wendy’s heads be cut off and stuffed, and then mounted on either side of the fireplace, please? The parents, keeping straight faces, promised to give this proposal serious consideration.

				I relate this story to make two points: Graeme the Activist, champion of the oppressed, sprouted young; and the wackiness of a scheme was, in his mind, no impediment to trying it out. Hence, eventually, the Writers’ Union of Canada, the PEN bilingual two-city world congress, and many more, some of which succeeded. Others, alas, met the fate of Peter and Wendy.

				When Graeme was thirteen, the family spent part of the general’s military leave in Australia, visiting Mary’s family in and around Brisbane. Blissfully, Graeme didn’t have to go to school. He spent the time wandering along the Gold Coast beach—in that era bare of condos—communing with baby kangaroos, narrowly avoiding death by death adder, and daydreaming. Once back in Canada, he was provided with a heroic tutor called Miss Burpee, who frogmarched him through the entire ten-month school curriculum in one month. He aced the exams. Fatal life lesson: If you could do the whole thing in a month, why waste nine months cooling your heels in the detested classroom? This lesson sank deep.

				For Grade Ten, Graeme was sent to Trinity College School in Port Hope, another haute-WASP boys’ outfit. It had an English headmaster who regularly lectured the students on the perils of consorting with “the gerls” in Port Hope—evil sirens, every one of them. This was at a time when younger boys “fagged” for older ones as part of the system, and could get sadistically whipped by them. Graeme was tall for his age and escaped this fate, though he did run afoul of the headmaster. During one assembly, he was accused of talking when he hadn’t been and made to sit up at the front, a dunce-cap-style humiliation. Afterwards, he asked to see the headmaster, announced that he had been wrongly accused, and requested an apology. The headmaster picked up the phone, called Graeme’s mother, and told her that “this boy” was no longer welcome at the school for the next year.

				But revenge was to be Graeme’s. He was not a Scorpio Rising for nothing. He was in the habit of getting up early to do some illegal spear-fishing in a nearby stream, using a ski pole. Returning from one of these excursions and on his way to Sunday chapel, he caught sight of a skunk rummaging around the headmaster’s garage. Graeme herded the skunk under the headmaster’s car. Then he poked it with the ski pole until it sprayed, saturating the underside of the car. Graeme was late for chapel, but he was never suspected.

				Although Graeme didn’t like school, he adored summer camp, to which he was packed off by his undoubtedly frazzled parents. This was a canoe-tripping camp, and Graeme spent most of his camp time on trips, sleeping under the stars, listening to wolves howling in the distance, and developing an unusual style of paddling that was to remain with him all his life. (He did not put his uppermost hand on the grip, but held the paddle by the shaft. He had seen an Indigenous paddler doing that. He said it conferred more shoulder power.)

				Like a lot of military families, Graeme’s moved around frequently after the war. Fredericton, Halifax—where Graeme was a member of something called “The Musical Ride”—Ottawa, London. And Kingston, where the family lived in a house adjacent to the Kingston Penitentiary.

				Graeme and his .22 rifle could not resist the lure of the big spotlights mounted on the penitentiary wall. He shot one of them out. Sirens wailed. He realized that the trajectory of the shot would be traced, and that he’d better come up with a cover story. Right on cue the police arrived, but Graeme was ready for them. “I was aiming at a squirrel,” he said. “Just up there. But I missed it.” Throughout his life, he remained frighteningly plausible.

			

			
				Young Graeme, Scam Artist

				In Grade Eleven, Graeme pulled off one of his most brilliant scams: brilliant, that is, until it imploded. By this time, the family was living in Ottawa. His parents had given up on the private-school idea—money wasted, they must have thought—so Graeme was sent to Glebe Collegiate Institute, a public high school. Early in the school year he had a dentist’s appointment. In that era, you needed a note from a parent in order to get excused from class. Walking to school, he had a flash of genius: if he tore up the note from his mother and had his friend Al Corrigan write the note instead, Al’s writing would be the parental handwriting of record at the school, and liberty could be his whenever he wanted it. By now, he was spending much of his in-class time watching the clock and holding his breath to see if he could break his own breath-holding record, so freedom from school was deeply desirable.

				He was fairly restrained in his use of forgeries during the first third of the year—September to Christmas. The next hurdle was the report card: he had to lay hold of it and doctor it with ink eraser so his days absent matched the number of days his parents believed him to have been absent, adjust his marks upwards, and then make sure his father, rather than his mother, signed the card. These espionage techniques proved a little too successful, and he got carried away. In the second term he had so many “appointments” with the doctor that the teachers believed him to be suffering from a mysterious wasting disease. He took full advantage: when he was bored to stupefaction, he would raise his hand and say politely that he wasn’t feeling well. He’d be told to run along to the nurse’s office, where he’d promptly go to sleep.

				For his Easter report card, he repeated the trick with the ink eraser, and improved his grades—by now dismal—to avoid awkward questions. By June he’d racked up an astonishing number of days absent and had failed the year. Naturally he wanted to postpone the moment of revelation for as long as possible. Final report cards were mailed in those days. The family was spending part of the summer at their cottage on Lake Joseph in Muskoka—not the millionaires’ row it is today, but an haute-WASP enclave nonetheless. Mail was delivered by a local who whizzed around from cottage to cottage in a canoe fitted with oars, and it was Graeme’s plan to lurk around on the dock, intercept the fatal report card, and conceal or destroy it. But Fate outwitted him: the postie had slipped the envelope inside a folded newspaper, which went as a matter of course straight to the general.

				Discovery. Dismay. The thundering voice of Judgment. How to account for oneself? It had seemed like such a good idea at the time.

				Graeme had to repeat the year. He was on the football team, however, so certain teachers who doubled as coaches took a special interest in him. “Did we understand that, class? Did we understand that, Gibson?”

				The football team was a pretty bad one. Graeme scored one of the only two goals it achieved, the other being an own goal when a confused player ran the wrong way. Its other memorable moment occurred when one guy’s pants fell down. In a show of collective modesty, both teams gathered around until the pants could be re-hoisted.

				During the football playing, Graeme tore the meniscus in his knee. Eventually, several years later, when he already had a full beard, he had to have an operation. It wasn’t a keyhole mini-op in those days, but a major slash-open. He had two stories to tell about this. The first: When he was coming out of the anaesthetic, he found two nuns bending over him. One was saying, “You’re right. He does look a lot like Jesus.” The second: The doctor told him that once he could bend his knee he could go home. Graeme took this literally. He grasped his leg and forcefully bent it back and forth. He must have ruptured something, because his knee filled up with blood like a balloon and his pyjamas had to be cut off him.

			

			
				“Hey, Castro!”

				You’ll not be surprised to learn that Graeme failed the crucial Grade Thirteen exams, at that point the gateway to universities. His next stop was the Royal Military College Saint-Jean. He’d been spending summers at the base in Petawawa as an officer in training—he was good at that, had excellent posture while reviewing troops with his visiting father, the general, and got his commission—so maybe a career in the army awaited him.
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				But the curriculum of the military college wasn’t what he’d had in mind. “Too much trigonometry,” he said. Also, there weren’t any “just wars” going on. Pretty soon he’d relapsed into his underachieving ways. Tossing a fellow student’s trousers out the window as a group of inspecting generals was entering the courtyard was not the best idea. Nor was the blackboard caper: The blackboards were on legs, so the boys would draw female torsos on them. Then one of them would roll up his pantlegs, another would sit on the first young man’s shoulders, and they would position themselves behind the blackboard and perform song-and-dances, one playing the legs, the other the head and arms. Graeme got caught doing that too. He spent a lot of time on punishment drill. The modern Canadian Army, it seems, was not for him.

				Graeme eventually made it to the University of Western Ontario, in London, via Kitchener-Waterloo University, which had an entry-level course for “mature students” and that didn’t require the dreaded Grade Thirteen. At Western he took a course called “Philosophy and English,” in which he did well. He was on the debating team—they won—and aced the exam that tested one’s ability to recognize historical periods, prose styles, and individual authors from short quotations. Still, he was an oddball. “There’s English, and there’s Philosophy, and there’s Philosophy and English,” said one of his professors, “and then there’s Gibson.” His beard was not fashionable at the time, and in the late 1950s regularly attracted catcalls of “Hey, Castro!”

				He spent a cherished exchange year at the University of Edinburgh, where he played darts for money in pubs because he was short of cash. He lived in a boarding house run by a woman called Mrs. Adams, who fed the boarders haggis every evening until Graeme led a rebellion against it. It was in this boarding house that he first heard a play by Samuel Beckett, coming over the radio. It was All That Fall, and Graeme was riveted by it. Mrs. Adams turned the radio off. Graeme stomped across the room and turned it back on.

				Mrs. Adams was called Sweet Fanny behind her back. (“Sweet Fanny Adams” was a British euphemism for “sweet fuck all.”) The boarders, having been ordered not to damage the fresh paintwork on either side of the stair carpet, used to waddle up the stairs with their legs wide apart so as to deliberately walk on the painted portions. Sweet Fanny decreed that each boarder should be allowed only one bath a week, with an inch of hot water in the tub. But her housekeeper had a soft spot for Graeme, and used to wait until Sweet Fanny was out. Then she would turn the hot water on full blast, fill up the tub, and summon Graeme, who would wallow luxuriously.

				By this time, he’d decided he was going to be a writer, having failed to devise any other life plan. In his own words, from his Margaret Laurence Lecture of 2011:

				
					Everything [in 1956] was so highly charged, so much more dramatic than my life in South-western Ontario, that it occurred to me that I should be a journalist. If I’d had the money, I’d have bought a trench coat like Humphrey Bogart’s, and tied the belt around my waist instead of using the buckle. Fortunately I didn’t do that, but I began scribbling outraged rubbish when Soviet tanks entered Budapest to subdue the [Hungarian] uprising. The BBC carried desperate appeals from beleaguered Hungarians and almost every day there were protests and demonstrations at the University and in the streets of Edinburgh. Tartan Tories, Marxists and Trots, Scottish Labour, Liberals, and Scottish Nationalists all joined in the ferment. The dark agitation of that time, and the sense that God knows what would happen, was an emotional and cultural revelation for me. And at least partially as a result, I began churning out personal impressionistic stuff in earnest.

				

				Graeme did write a lot in Edinburgh, but he recognized the awfulness of what he’d produced:

				
					When I boarded the SS Fairsea for my return to Canada, I was carrying two large British Post Office envelopes stuffed with my bits of prose. Late on a wild evening in the middle of the Atlantic I went alone to the pitching stern of the ship, and grabbing handfuls of paper from the envelopes, I hurled them into a black sea churning with froth from the ship’s propellers. That gesture was such a release that I like to think it was my first editorial decision. Perhaps it was, because I held back several pages that were written soon after hearing Beckett’s All That Fall. Oddly enough, these survivors would probably have slipped nicely into either of my first two books, Five Legs or Communion.

				

				Surprisingly, Graeme did so well in his final undergraduate year at Western that he was encouraged to go to graduate school and take his M.A. He was also given a job as a teaching fellow. Many in the staid English Department distrusted him: he was told to keep his office door open when conferring with female students. It must have been the beard, a sure sign of loose morals. They had the wrong vampire: Graeme was shy, and not given to leaping upon women. If anything, it was the other way around. How many times did I have to peel one of them off him?

				“That woman was certainly coming on strong,” I would say. Ingenuous wide-eyed stare from Graeme.

				“What woman?”

				“The one who was glued on to your arm.”

				“We were discussing Kierkegaard.”

				His attitude toward casual sex, according to him, was the same as that toward bar fights, of which he’d witnessed enough during his army days. “I have no interest in rolling around on the floor with strangers,” was his comment on both forms of impromptu physical activity. I point out also that during his summertime stints in the army, Graeme had been shown films about venereal disease featuring men’s genitalia turning yellow and green, festering, and dropping off. This did not inspire Lothario-like confidence. Yes, penicillin had been invented—effective against syphilis—but only just. In the army, a case of VD was treated as a self-inflicted wound.

				Faced at Western with the prospect of a lifetime spent in academe, Graeme failed his M.A. spectacularly by not finishing his final paper. End of the teaching fellowship. This freed him to pursue the ramshackle life of La bohème, his favourite opera at the time.

				When in doubt, fuck up. It had worked for him before.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 20

			Surfacing

			[image: ]

			By mid-September 1967, I was in Montreal. Charlie Pachter helped me find an apartment on Avenue de l’Épée in Outremont, a part of the city that was predominantly French. The flat was in an older duplex, with an outside staircase going up to the second-storey door, and contained a front room, a kitchen, and a couple of back rooms. I took it, and added furniture from the Saint-Vincent de Paul, Montreal’s equivalent to the Salvation Army.

			Jim wasn’t in Montreal yet. Despite our bizarre wedding we were legally married, but his Canadian government paperwork hadn’t come through. I paid several visits to the Immigration Department to see what the holdup was but received no satisfactory answer. Finally, I burst into tears: tears of frustration. I have always found snivelling in public embarrassing. The poor immigration guy did the French equivalent of “There, there, sweetie, don’t cry.” I was annoyed with myself. Such a low tactic. So banal, this display of feminine wiles. So discouraging to me that it worked. Had I been a snivelling man, would things have been different? In any case, the problem was miraculously solved, and Jim was in Montreal soon after.

			Expo 67 was still up and running. It’s difficult to explain the impact of Expo on the mood of the country. Canada had punched above its weight in the Second World War, but for the past decade it had seemed to be losing that positive vision of itself. Now that had turned around. Anglophone Canadians interpreted the phenomenon one way—look what Canada can do—and Quebec interpreted it another way—look what Quebec might do all by itself. This period saw the rise of the Front de libération du Québec—the FLQ—as it moved from splinter group to mainstream, demanding independence from the rest of the country.

			Sir George Williams, where I taught, was a modern downtown building with fluorescent lighting and escalators that made it look like a department store: certainly not anyone’s idea of a grove of academe. It catered not only to university-age kids, but also to adults coming back to enhance their degree status. We professors taught each of our courses twice: once in the daytime, then to an older class at night. My two courses were “American Romantics”—Melville, Hawthorne, Poe, Whitman, and company—and “Victorian Literature.” The younger students were apathetic, unwilling to talk, and not sure why they were there. The older ones—who had jobs and adult lives—were bright-eyed, inquisitive, smart, funny, and challenging. Not surprisingly, I preferred them. At the end of the year, they gave me a button that read, Moby Dick Is Not a Social Disease.

			In “Victorian Literature,” I taught George Eliot’s great novel Middlemarch. The younger group hated it: the characters in it made the wrong decisions and married the wrong people, and they themselves were never going to make such mistakes. The older group loved it: the characters in it made the wrong decisions and married the wrong people—it was just like real life.

			Jim was finishing his Harvard thesis. The deal was that the following year he would hold down the job and I would finish my own thesis. In addition to the university teaching and paper-marking, I was doing the food shopping—usually from supermarkets on Saint-Laurent—and lugging home the produce. I was also doing the cooking and most of the cleaning, and so forth. We didn’t have a washer-dryer, but something must have happened to the laundry. There was no idea yet that these domestic tasks might be shared equally between spouses.

			In addition to all that, I was revising The Edible Woman, slated for publication in the fall of 1969. I had the help of a colleague at Sir George, the writer Clark Blaise. On the days I was teaching both in the daytime and at night, I’d eat in the cafeteria and drink a lot of coffee, along with Clark. I’d published only poetry, plus some magazine short stories; Clark’s first book of stories, A North American Education, was six years in the future, though he’d been appearing in literary magazines, most of them in the United States. We were promising young writers—in the eyes of others, and also in our own—so writing is mostly what we talked about.

			What were we thinking, those two twenty-seven-year-olds of almost sixty years ago? What reasons had we given ourselves for doing what we were doing? Why had we thrown over other futures (he as a geologist, I as a biologist) to devote ourselves to the fickle gods of word and story? It was an eccentric and pretentious choice, viewed by many as morally suspect and a little insane. There was no long queue of youngsters lining up to be writers, or certainly not in Canada.

			We were at least partly aware of the dangers: apprentice yourself to the craft, chain yourself to the sullen art, eat your heart out, achieve a bit of success, go down in flames amid bad reviews and derision and the fallout from literary feuds, or else just waste away in obscurity. Why then did we feel that glittering possibilities might await? Because we did feel that. Cultural space was opening up in Canada; the elders, though few in number, were taking an interest; we had a peer group of sorts; a reading audience was possibly forming.

			Did Clark know he would become one of the pre-eminent story writers of his generation? No, but he intended to bust himself trying. We were nothing if not dedicated.

			Another writer at Sir George was George Bowering, who was, improbably, a “writer-in-residence.” He was five years older than me—really old!—and had already published six books, including one from my own first publisher, Contact Press.

			There was scarcely a moment when George wasn’t writing. He lived and breathed words. When he’d managed to tear himself from the page, he was teaching, or following baseball, or—and I’m not telling tales out of school here, as it was common knowledge—having extramarital affairs. He was wary of me, as he’d been part of the TISH magazine Black Mountain–ish group of poets in Vancouver. Those folks had a fearful contempt for “the East,” namely Toronto, and would poke at people from there as if they had some major moral defect. There was the virtuous proletariat—anyone from the West—and then there was the snooty aristocracy—Torontonians. À la guillotine with us. We had Original Sin.

			George’s wife, Angela, was gorgeous—a Finnish blonde. She was also fiercely bright, intellectually relentless, and without filters. Over the years, and until her death in 1999, she wrote me countless long letters, a treasure trove of information about the literary life of the times. Against all odds, she was dedicated to George and his career. When I first saw her, she was wearing a miniskirt and white go-go boots. Well, who wasn’t? That would be me. Instead, I had a brown Mao jacket with matching skirt, which I wore when I first met Mordecai Richler at a party. Mordecai was living in London and was already well known for his 1959 novel, The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. Much later, he was to propose that the two of us write an exchange of fake love letters and then sell them to a library for an inflated sum.
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			Angela and I visited the odd Montreal literary figure together. I use “odd” advisedly.

			John “Buffy” Glassco was one of them. He was fifty-eight, a self-styled aesthete who looked like a loveable walrus. Shortly after this, he became a prime mover in the 1970s theatre scene. He received us in his brocade dressing gown, and made risqué suggestions. He was soon to write Memoirs of Montparnasse, detailing his flamboyant adventures as a beautiful youth in 1920s Paris. He and his friend Graeme Taylor are the models for the 1927 Morley Callaghan story “Last Spring They Came Over.” Buffy had known various modernist greats such as James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, and Ford Madox Ford. He loved to gossip, and much of his gossip was about who was sleeping with whom.

			Angela and I went with Buffy to visit his friend F.R. Scott, the eminent lawyer who’d helped to win the Lady Chatterley’s Lover obscenity case in Canada in 1962. To commemorate this success, Scott had composed a doggerel poem, which began: “I went to bat for the Lady Chatte / Dressed in my bib and gown. / The judges three glared down at me / The priests patrolled the town.” Scott was a very well-known figure, not only as a lawyer but especially as a poet: part of “the Montreal group.” Imagine our delighted surprise when the publicly dignified Scott danced through a doorway playing the ocarina.

			It was in Montreal that Angela discovered George’s first indiscretion, or the first one she knew about. She was heartbroken. How to stop her from crying and save her from total despair? She was a creature of extremes. The only ploy I could think of was to take her shopping. I forget what we bought, but it was pretty.

			George and Angela appear, not very well disguised, in my second published novel, Surfacing. In point of fact, I was astonished by them: I had never seen a married couple so actively antagonistic to each other in public, having come from a family in which voices were never raised. I understood brooding and sulking, and was good at them—but shouting and the flinging of scornful epithets? Never.

			By the spring of 1968, I’d lost a dangerous amount of weight. It must have been all that coffee, all those meals not eaten as I rushed from work to home, all those late nights editing my novel. Did I notice I had become so thin and sickly? Not really. I was too involved in my writing.

			

			—

			Around that same time, Jim and I threw a party, to which we invited the various writers that we knew in Montreal. Present was Gwendolyn MacEwen, obsessed with ancient Egypt and Tarot cards. She did a few readings for us. Mine wasn’t bad—it showed a certain amount of trudging up hills, holding lanterns, magic-trick chicanery, and overcoming obstacles—all fitting for a novelist. But Jim’s was a disaster. Gwen could think of no good way to spin it: there was the Tower, right in the middle of the Future. Chaos, major change, destruction: that’s what the Tower means. At least it was in the Future, not in the Present. We laughed it off. Such a frivolous party game!

			We went back to Harvard that spring for Jim’s Ph.D. ceremony. I took a picture of him in cap and gown, jumping into the air, greatly relieved.
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			We rented a small summer sublet for a couple of months in a seedier part of Cambridge, and caught up with whichever of our old friends were still there. The idea was that I could frequent the Widener Library and begin work on my own thesis. While reading Tennyson and George MacDonald, I was glancing furtively over my shoulder: When would the Tower turn up in our lives, and what kind of catastrophe would it bring?

			
				Sleeping Beauty’s Castle

				My parents had been offered the chance of a trip to Europe, where they had never been. It was an entomological conference and they were very excited about it, in their own way. (No superlatives or leaping about.)

				Conversation in the future: the novelist E.L. Doctorow, author of Ragtime and Billy Bathgate, among others.

				
					E.L.: They didn’t like my book in Canada.

					Me: They loved your book in Canada!

					E.L.: How could you tell?

				

				I often had to explain to Americans that the Canadian equivalent of “Terrific! Unsurpassed! Genius! Best thing since sliced bread! Next door to God!” is “Not bad.” If it’s really good, then “Not bad at all.” Maybe that has changed, but I doubt it’s changed much. We’re a mistrustful and cautious lot.

				This trip was my parents’ big chance. Scotland! Italy! Places they’d read about extensively but had never seen. This would be a not-bad-at-all experience of a lifetime. But there was a catch: my teenage sister, now in the throes of adolescent angst. A black cloud raining red teardrops hovered over her head. She couldn’t be left alone, said my parents, and I was “so good with her.” Untrue: Nobody was “good with her.” Though compared with them, maybe I was. I’ve always been suckered in by appeals to my competence. Still, how could I deny them?

				“No problem,” I said, rolling up my inner sleeves.

				So I stayed behind in hot, humid Toronto while Jim went off to Edmonton to take up his teaching job at the University of Alberta. He’d chosen this location over others. Having grown up in Montana, he could reconnect with his Western roots. That was his hope.

				Babysitting a morose and disgruntled teen, who, unlike me at that age, had no hesitation about sharing what are now called Big Feelings, was a brain-curdling challenge. “What am I doing on the planet and maybe I should just go somewhere else” wasn’t easily dealt with. Nor was the stated intention to enlighten our parents on the subjects of sex and drugs because they were repressed and it would be good for them. I was often at my wits’ end, so much so that I began to question whether I had any wits at all. Nothing can make you feel stupider than a teen with attitude.

				There was only one thing for it: I shed twelve years and regressed to my sister’s age. We read murder mysteries and women’s magazines, ate irregularly, watered our parents’ enormous garden haphazardly. Time stopped while the weeds and the prickly hedge grew up around us. Would we pop out of our trance to find that a hundred years had passed but the handsome prince had never showed up? I stuck this somnambulistic interlude into my story “The Headless Horseman,” where it joined the Hallowe’en costume I’d made when I was in the brain class in Grade Ten. As a story, it’s not bad. It certainly captures the ambience.

				With barely a wit left in my head, I took us on a bus trip to Kitchener-Waterloo, an old Ontario town that had architecture. We strolled around while I took photos of the Victorian houses. A stranger asked us if my sister was my daughter. Did I look that old? Another asked if we were twins. This was flattering—maybe I was not entering hagdom after all—but on examination, not so cheerful. Was my sister, with her dark storm clouds, the outward and visible manifestation of my gloomy, fatalistic, and befanged inner Ms. Hyde?

				Meanwhile, the news arriving from Jim by letter didn’t inspire confidence. We’d acquired a car, or he had, since I couldn’t drive. He’d made it across Canada to Edmonton. He’d rented an apartment. So far, so good. The apartment was on the top floor of a house whose absentee owner had divided the house into two flats and added an outside staircase at the back to allow separate access to the top flat, an arrangement often made during wartime when housing was scarce, since all materials were going into the war effort. The apartment had a front room with a dining area and a sitting area, a gas fireplace, a kitchen, and three other rooms, so each of us could have a study. Height of luxury!

				However, once Jim found himself in the apartment, he began to experience anxiety, feelings of nameless dread, and dark forebodings. Why? By the time my parents returned from Europe and I made it to Edmonton, I found a husband who was experiencing major culture shock, relatively common among immigrants, though we didn’t know that at the time. There were also external pressures. The Canadian West wasn’t the same as the American West. There was a certain amount of anti-Americanism around, which got directed at him, whereas the anti-Easterner sentiments were directed at me. The Curse of the Falling Tower was coming true.

				Thus I’d gone from being at my wits’ end with one anxious person to being at my wits’ end with another. Chirpy suggestions from Ms. Fixit didn’t help. What could I do to improve things? Nothing, or so it seemed. I was up against a wall. I know what you’ll say: Why didn’t you try therapy? But there wasn’t any therapy in Edmonton then. Or none that we knew of.

				The Edmonton winter was very cold, though it was dry as opposed to the damp, bone-chilling cold of Montreal. Cars had to be plugged into “block heaters” or they wouldn’t start. The bottoms of car tires froze square. Sometimes there was “ice fog,” fine frozen water crystals suspended in the air: if you ran in an ice fog you would cut your lungs. The snow on the sidewalks was squeaky when you walked on it, the roads were crunchy. Layers of sand were laid down to provide traction. The days were short but bright. Flocks of cedar waxwings settled in mountain ash trees, eating the red berries.

				Luckily, I had a ratty fur coat purchased with the aid of Charlie Pachter at a Salvation Army store. I also got a fur shruggie—a sort of bolero jacket of the type you can see in glamour movie scenes of the 1940s—which I disassembled and sewed into a hat. It’s this outfit—the fur coat, the improvised hat—that I’m wearing in my second-ever book-jacket photo, taken by Jim for The Edible Woman on the outside back staircase of the house on 107th Street in Edmonton where we were living. I look quite merry. It’s deceptive.
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				—

				Now there was my thesis for Harvard to be completed. I’d originally thought of writing about W.H. Hudson, the Argentine-born naturalist, historian, and author of Green Mansions—a strange book in which a beautiful bird-speaking girl gets burned up in a tree—and an earlier novel, A Crystal Age, a futurist utopia in which the hero wakes up covered with tree roots and finds himself in a society in which everyone is beautiful, lives in William Morris–like mansions in the woods, does arts and crafts, and has no interest in sex; though there is one couple, selected by the group and called The Mother and The Father, who sacrifice themselves to the awfulness of procreation for the good of the future. It was one of the requirements of Harvard that no thesis should have covered the subject previously. I was safe there: although Victorian fantasy may seem like an obvious subject now in the wake of the enormously popular Tolkien and his group, who were much influenced by these earlier fantasy writers, it was not considered a serious academic subject then.

				Hudson’s bird-girl Rima had led me to the study of supernatural/natural female figures in Victorian fantasy. I invented a category called “The English Metaphysical Romance”—“romance” being used as it was understood then, to mean not just a tale of love, but a species of fiction in which metaphor, idealism, and quest plots are preferred to the granular realism of, say, a Zola or a Flaubert. For instance, Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun is a romance, and is called such by him. George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss is a realistic novel.

				Not that people didn’t mix modes—Dickens has a lot of “romance” plots concealed within “novel” wardrobes. But the books I wanted to write about had very little of the “realistic novel” about them. A woman who flies around with children concealed in her copious hair is not realism, nor is one who is very beautiful but two thousand years old and can electrocute you by pointing. The first example is from George MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind, the second from H. Rider Haggard’s spectacularly successful romance She, much admired by Carl Jung for reasons that Jungians will find obvious. (For Tolkien fans, it might be worth noting that the “She” figure splits into two in The Lord of the Rings. Galadriel is the “good” one, and has the same water mirror that features in She. The bad one is a gigantic spider who lives—like “She”—in caves, and whose name is—guess what—Shelob. Coincidence? I don’t think so.)

				One of my ideas was that the conflict between the benevolent Wordsworthian idea of Nature—“Nature never did betray / The heart that loved her”—and the Darwinian one—“Nature, red in tooth and claw,” as Tennyson put it—were acted out in the fantasies I was studying through female figures who were, in part, Nature Goddesses. George MacDonald, with his young/old “grandmother” figures—in, for instance, At the Back of the North Wind—provides early examples. Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies gives us Mrs. Doasyouwouldbedoneby, the kindly Wordsworthian version, and Mrs. Bedonebyasyoudid, the actions-have-consequences Darwinian one. They turn out to be the same person, which did not surprise an investigator of Victorian tropes such as myself.

				Then there was the relationship between the natural/supernatural female figures and the late nineteenth-century agonizing over The True Glory of Woman—what a disaster it would be if She were ever let loose upon the world! The end of Humanity! Stuff the girls back into the home, put them on pedestals, call them the “Angel in the House,” as in Coventry Patmore’s book-length poem sequence of that name. Only thus would men be safe.

				Was there any connection between my thesis topic and the appearance of an essay called “Housework Is Work”? This was mailed to me by ex-roomie Susan Milmoe, and was one of the next blasts of the trumpet I’d heard—after Betty Friedan’s—in what was to become, very shortly, the widely recognized women’s liberation movement.

				I say “widely recognized” because various groups had been simmering for years. But now there were outbreaks. The Miss America protest, for instance, took place in September 1968, not that I noticed it. “The Personal Is Political,” an essay by Carol Hanisch, appeared in 1969; it was a response to the criticisms being tossed at women by men in various lefty movements—civil rights, Vietnam War protests—for starting “consciousness-raising” groups for women, possibly to discuss the male lefty axiom that the only place for the women among them was on their backs. They attacked these women’s groups as “navel-gazing” and “personal therapy”—and certainly “not political,” says Hanisch.

				
					They could sometimes admit that women were oppressed (but only by “the system”) and said that we should have equal pay for equal work, and some other “rights.” But they belittled us no end for trying to bring our so-called “personal problems” into the public arena—especially “all those body issues” like sex, appearance, and abortion. Our demands that men share the housework and childcare were likewise deemed a personal problem between a woman and her individual man. The opposition claimed if women would just “stand up for themselves” and take more responsibility for their own lives, they wouldn’t need to have an independent movement for women’s liberation. What personal initiative wouldn’t solve, they said, “the revolution” would take care of if we would just shut up and do our part. Heaven forbid that we should point out that men benefit from oppressing women.

				

				This was pretty radical talk for 1969. As for Edmonton, Alberta, such talk was off the scale, as it would have been in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1965. So my choice of thesis topic wasn’t influenced by my exposure to second-wave feminism. I was fascinated by Victorian patterns of thought and imagery concerning women because they were so peculiar, and because of my earlier interest in Graves’s White Goddesses. Of course, the mid-twentieth-century women’s movement is connected both to the nineteenth and to the eighteenth centuries, since first-wave feminism goes back at least to Mary Wollstonecraft (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 1792) and Olympe de Gouges (Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen, 1791). Like most of our notions of “rights,” the rights of women trace their roots to the French Revolution, and indeed the American one. If all men are created equal, what about all women? (“Impudent,” the revolutionary men said of Olympe de Gouges as they chopped off her head on the guillotine, sardonically nicknamed “the national razor.”)

				So, although I would shortly become interested in the second-wave women’s liberation movement, I wasn’t interested in it yet: only in two-thousand-year-old women who could annihilate you with a zap. Superheroine comic-book figures are fairly close, I’d say, though Storm, the weather-controlling thunder-and-lightning gal with blank eyeballs, was not to make her debut in Marvel Comics until 1975. And a whole generation of young electrical females was not to appear until Naomi Alderman’s 2016 novel, The Power.

			

			
				Lightning Strike

				Speaking of electrical power: there was a catastrophe back in the northern woods of Quebec. During a ferocious thunderstorm, the tree nearest the small vertical-log cabin built by Carl and the rest of us back in 1948 and 1949 was struck by lightning, and it burned to the ground. Even the iron stove melted.

				My father and brother and my six-year-old nephew, David, went up to clear the rubble. David remembers collecting some shiny metal blobs that had once been aluminum pots. Luckily, the larger cabin of horizontal logs was almost finished. That sentence is called “putting a good face on it.” In reality, I was devastated. I wrote this poem:

				
					The Small Cabin

					The house we built gradually

					from the ground up when we were young

					(three rooms, the walls

					raw trees) burned down

					last year   they said.

					I didn’t see it, and so

					the house is still there in me

					among branches as always I stand

					inside it looking out

					at the rain moving across the lake

					but when I go back

					to the empty place in the forest

					the house will blaze and crumple

					suddenly in my mind

					collapsing like a cardboard carton

					thrown on a bonfire, summers

					crackling, my earlier

					selves outlined in flame.

					Left in my head will be

					the blackened earth: the truth.

					Where did the house go?

					Where do the words go

					when we have said them?

				

			

			
				A Ghost Story

				Now, in addition to my thesis work, I began my second published novel, Surfacing (originally called The Forehead Eye because I wanted this book to have visions in it, traditionally connected with a third hidden eye in your forehead). I had taken a run at it back in my Vancouver apartment in 1964 and 1965 and hadn’t got far, but now I was ready to continue. Did the impetus have anything to do with the burning down of the small cabin? Most likely. My characters would be staying in a place that no longer existed in real life, but would continue in an alternate space, like ghosts.

				In fact, this novel was to be a ghost story, set in the landscape of northwestern Quebec. It’s a haunting landscape in itself. Earle Birney’s poem “Can. Lit” ends: “No wounded lying about, no Whitman wanted. / It’s only by our lack of ghosts we’re haunted.” Wrong, wrong, wrong, I thought. There were lots of wounded and dead lying about, once you changed your angle of vision and looked beneath the bland version of history we’d studied in high school. As for ghosts, they were definitely there.

				I was also familiar with stories of people going mad in the woods. Birney himself had produced one of those, a poem called “Bushed.” I would throw into the mix a book called Indian Rock Paintings of the Great Lakes, an early work on First Nations pictographs, by Selwyn Dewdney, one of my father’s pals. He located some of these paintings underwater in lakes whose levels had been raised by dams, as our lake had.

				I was also working on a poem called “Oratorio for Sasquatch, Man, and Two Androids,” commissioned by Robert Weaver of the CBC as part of a series called Poems for Voices, published in book form in 1970. The other writers were Al Purdy, John Newlove, Phyllis Gotlieb, Tom Marshall, and Alden Nowlan. Gwen MacEwen’s Terror and Erebus, about the lost Franklin expedition, had been broadcast in 1965, and for me and many others it was an eye-opener. Perhaps Bob Weaver was hoping for the same brilliance from these later verse dramas.

				My “Oratorio” continued the relationship between people and wilderness that I had already begun in The Journals of Susanna Moodie, and was to continue to haunt me all my life. I’d forgotten about “Oratorio” for years. Looking at it now, I can see how it and Surfacing were joined at the hip.

				The plot? The characters? Hard to summarize, except to say that there are four living characters, several dead ones, and another character that is the landscape itself. I can also tell you that the dead mother turns into a bird. Like the Blue Fairy, I was granting wishes: my mother always wanted wings.

				However, my coffee-drinking and lack of sleep, combined with stress, was making me quite ill—not generally, as in Montreal, but specifically. The symptoms were like the stomach flu without the throwing up: pain, shivering, nausea. Each interlude lasted several hours. I spent those hours rolled up into a ball on the bathroom floor, pale and shaking. This condition continued for almost a decade.

				The doctor said I was having spasms of the pyloric valve. I must quit smoking (I didn’t smoke), give up alcohol (no big loss), renounce aspirin (I didn’t take it much), and forgo coffee (this last was a sacrifice). And by the way, cut down on the stress and anxiety. Fat chance of that.

				As a recreation, I learned astrology from Jetske Sybesma, a Dutch Art History teacher who lived on the main floor of our house. She was working on Hieronymus Bosch, and felt that a number of the grotesques and fantasies in his paintings hadn’t come from the Freudian unconscious, but from the pages of astrology treatises. She knew astrology, and during the long, dark, freezing Edmonton winter nights, she taught it to me. I learned to draw horoscopes, and set about constructing the horoscopes of a number of my fellow poets. Along with the astrology, I learned palmistry. These Renaissance systems are connected—each finger belongs to a planet—and both have ties to the Tarot deck. I found the palmistry useful later, when waiting backstage at television shows with nervous fellow guests. Most people like it when you hold their hands in a soothing manner and tell them things about themselves. It calms them down. Also as recreation, Jim got a harpsichord—he was a talented musician—and in a vain attempt to participate, I took up the recorder. We played duets. I was pretty awful at it.

				At the request of Dennis Lee, I read a manuscript by Michael Ondaatje, whom I’d last seen just before his departure with Doug Jones’s wife. The book was Michael’s second, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, which Dennis wanted to publish at Anansi. I wasn’t much of an editorial consultant: I thought the book was brilliant, and couldn’t find anything wrong with it.

				By this time, the poet Dorothy Livesay was living in Edmonton. She continued to jealously dislike me and undercut me as much as she could, a program she continued all her life. In Edmonton she offered a non-verbal sexual invitation to Jim. Quite a lot later, at an event in her honour, she said to Graeme—onstage—“Kiss my hand.” Ever the gent, Graeme complied. “Take that, Margaret Atwood!” said Dorothy. “Dorothy,” said Graeme, “she wouldn’t even notice.”

				I hung out at Mel Hurtig’s bookstore, a welcoming, literati-friendly oasis. I went skating, alone, on the frozen North Saskatchewan River, which bisects the city of Edmonton. What an idiotic thing to do. It was freezing cold. Skiffs of snow were whipping across the ice, which had big jagged cracks in it. I got blown downriver and had to skate my way back against the wind. Where did I think I was, Holland?

				When the summer of 1969 finally arrived, Jim and I drove out to the West Coast. We met the short-story writer Alice Munro—I’d written to her saying how much I’d liked her first book, Dance of the Happy Shades (1968)—and we slept on the floor of the large house she lived in with her husband, bookstore owner Jim Munro, and their three children. Writers sleeping on other writers’ floors was an accepted practice then: several had slept on mine. This was some years before Alice and Jim Munro separated—that happened in 1972—and long before she met Gerry Fremlin, a partnership that erupted in scandal after Alice’s death in 2024, when Fremlin was revealed as the sexual molester of Alice’s nine-year-old child. I knew nothing of this until the scandal broke. My friendship with Alice was a literary one: We only talked about books and plays. I helped her find an agent; I edited Graeme’s interview with her in Eleven Canadian Novelists; I wrote introductions to her work; I also wrote a long analysis of Lives of Girls and Women for the Cambridge Companion to her work. I got the call when she won the Nobel Prize in 2013 because she wasn’t to be found—she had fairly advanced Alzheimer’s by that time—and did my best to steer her through an online interview. She was always a little cagey with me—we didn’t discuss personal subjects. Now I know why.

				After Victoria, Jim and I drove to Long Beach, on the west coast of Vancouver Island—not reached by a paved road in those days, and a haunt of hippies—and camped on the beach among the driftwood logs. Jim lost his wedding ring in the sand. It was an omen.

				Back in Edmonton that fall, I taught the poetry half of a creative writing course at the University of Alberta. The fiction half was taught by the Mennonite writer Rudy Wiebe, cast out by his community for novel-writing, and to my mind much undervalued as a novelist. I had no idea of how to teach poetry-writing to a small group of insecure and mistrustful teenagers. Did they wish to be real writers when they grew up? Unclear. Maybe they just needed the cheaply earned university credit. So I took my Tarot pack to class and asked each student to pick a card from the Major Arcana that spoke to them. (Death, for instance.) Then they were to produce a poem or a prose poem inspired by this card. Or I brought in some of the more violent Grimms’ tales—“Fitcher’s Bird,” a variant of the Bluebeard story, for instance. They were to write about this story from the point of view of a minor character or object in it. I received a good piece told from the point of view of the axe used by the Bluebeard figure to chop off his wives’ heads.

				“I’m the axe,” it began. Straight to the point.

				

				—

				Also that fall—1969—The Edible Woman finally appeared. It had three incarnations: the Canadian edition, published by Jack the Mac, with a pink, orange, and black cover drawn by Charles Pachter that looked like a gingerbread-cookie woman; followed by a British one from André Deutsch, chastely presented with stylish lettering in purple and silver; and an American one from Atlantic Monthly Press with a cover showing a naked woman sitting in a spoon.

				There were two categories of reviewer reaction. The first was made up of reviewers who hadn’t heard of the women’s movement: I was “promising,” and would become more mature later. The second group had heard of the women’s movement and believed I was embodying it on purpose. Female reviewers hailed it, mostly; male ones were afraid of it. It wasn’t exactly true that I was an incarnation of the movement, since I had written the book in 1964 and 1965, before the second wave had reached the public view. After these three editions, there have been thirteen or fourteen others, each with a different cover—a woman-shaped refrigerator, a bride sitting disconsolately with a pair of scissors, a wedding-cake object topped with a ceramic bridal pair.

				I didn’t undergo a McClelland & Stewart sea-to-sea Kill an Author tour, but I did do some media in Edmonton. The interviewers—all male—were either apprehensive or hostile. “I haven’t read your book and I’m not going to” was a snappy radio opener. “Tell me in twenty-five words or less what it’s about.” The stringer for the Canadian edition of Time magazine asked whether men liked me (The answer: Why don’t you ask some men?) and what did I do about the housework (The answer: Look under the sofa). This gent was wearing white cotton ankle socks with dress shoes, which immediately disqualified him in my eyes. Thus began my reputation for eviscerating interviewers. It’s only partly deserved. I never eviscerate interviewers unless they attempt to eviscerate me first.

				I did my first official book signing in the men’s sock and underwear department of the Edmonton Hudson’s Bay Company. The theory was that this site was near the escalator, and shoppers going up and down would see me sitting at my little table with copies of The Edible Woman and would rush over to buy some. This didn’t happen. Instead, I stampeded herds of men who’d wandered in to pick up some Jockey shorts and were spooked by me and my alarming title. I could hear the sounds of their winter overshoes galloping away into the distance. I sold two copies.

				Lord knows what my parents thought of The Edible Woman. They were very good at keeping their lips zipped. But my mother’s two sisters, Aunt Joyce and Aunt Kae, always had my back. Possibly I was acting out things they themselves might have wanted to be—the academic side for Aunt Kae, the writer side for Aunt Joyce, who did eventually become a professionally published writer. Nor was the kinswoman support limited to that generation. My Aunt Joyce told me the following story:

				When The Edible Woman was published, my staid Nova Scotian grandmother had a visit from a next-door neighbour, who started to chew her out for the disgraceful book that her granddaughter had written. Was she aware that there was sex in it? My grandmother was having none of it. She employed an age-old tactic: the weather.

				
					Neighbour: And not only that, an obscene act takes place in a bathtub!

					My Grandmother: Perhaps it will rain.

				

				Kin trumps obscenity in the Annapolis Valley.

				This female-kin support has extended to the next generation. Thank you, Cousin Elizabeth (Cogswell) Pineo and Cousin Janet Barkhouse, herself a poet. You’ve always been staunch, no matter what rotten vegetables have come my way.

			

			
				I Get a Strange Phone Call

				One day in November I was refinishing the toilet seat. The toilet seats of yesteryear were not made of plastic. This one was wood. It had been painted, and the paint was cracking and peeling. I didn’t care much about what was under the sofa, but I did care about what was under the toilet seat, such as mould and germs. I was stripping off the old paint in order to repaint it.

				The phone rang. It was a wall phone, in the kitchen. I answered it, dressed in my toilet-seat-refinishing clothes. An English voice—distant, echoing, static-filled—came through the receiver.

				“This is Oscar Lewenstein, calling from London. I am a film producer. We would like to make a film of your novel The Edible Woman.”

				“Okay, quit fooling around,” I said. “Who is this really?”

				After it was established that the caller was who he said he was, Oscar elaborated, “We want you to write the film script.”

				“But I’ve never written a film script!”

				“We’ll help you.”

				“I don’t think you need me,” I said. “You need a professional.”

				“We don’t want some broken-down old Hollywood hack. We want some fresh, new…” (Translation: You’ll be cheaper.)

				Money was being offered. It seemed like a lot of money to me. The die was cast.

				I was supposed to write a “treatment,” due on January 15, 1970. The first draft was to follow six weeks after that. Then, a “final” screenplay was to appear. All of these were to be subject to “minor revisions.” The total sum I would be paid—should these stages proceed as foreseen—would be $7,000 Canadian. This was a small fortune!

				After I’d completed the treatment and the first draft, I flew to Montreal in March 1970 to meet with the two producers and the director. I was put up at a big downtown hotel, where the doormen were dressed as pre-Revolutionary Russians, with big fur hats and decorative coats, and the bellboys were done up in pre-Maoist embroidered silk Chinese outfits. (What was the theme? Time travel? Internationalism?) Oscar Lewenstein turned out to be an energetic, white-haired, short Londoner. He’d been the producer of Tony Richardson’s very successful film Tom Jones, based on the Fielding novel, and had also been a driving force at the Royal Court Theatre, which had staged some of the most innovative theatre of the 1960s, including works by Samuel Beckett, Bertolt Brecht, Brian Friel, Eugène Ionesco, Ann Jellicoe, Joe Orton, and John Osborne. What on earth had attracted Oscar to The Edible Woman? It might have had something to do with the financial incentives that the recently founded Canadian Film Development Corporation was offering to projects with a Canadian angle. Things were lean in the world of British film around that time.

				On the second day of my visit to Montreal, when I was on my way to lunch with Oscar, who should come shambling bearishly along the sidewalk but Big Al Purdy. He was wearing galoshes—those obsolete foot coverings that men used to pull on over their shoes—the buckles of which were undone. His not very clean trench coat was open at the front, the belt trailing. He was wearing a thrift-shop tie with a mermaid on it—he used to get ties in the worst taste possible, just to stuff it to the good-taste bourgeoisie. He had also taken to going into bookstores and signing my books: he thought this was funny. He hadn’t yet peed on my car tires at the Blue Mountains Writers’ Festival: that was to come. He thought this was funny too. He was a confirmed tease. But when I once said to him that I bet he was the kind of boy who’d dipped the ends of girls’ pigtails into inkwells when he was ten, he said that at that age he’d been too shy to do any such thing. Now he was making up for lost time.

				I greeted him and introduced him to tiny, English, parrot-shaped Oscar, explaining that Al was a well-known Canadian poet. Big Al crushed Oscar’s timorous little fingers in his own enormous paw. Then he lurched off toward the Greyhound bus station, galoshes flapping, mermaid tie waving in the breeze, en route to some unheard-of backwoods destination. Oscar gazed after him as if watching a Sasquatch disappear into the forest. “You aren’t a real Canadian,” he said to me, meaning that I was semi-civilized. “But that—that—is a real Canadian.”

				It was my task to work on revisions with the director of the film, a Hungarian called George Kaczender. George had escaped during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution; he would go on to direct at least twenty-five films. But at that time, he was a young unknown who’d been picked for the job by another escaped Hungarian, Oscar’s fellow producer, the gloomy, long-faced John Kemeny of Minotaur Film Productions. John was later to produce the cult classic Quest for Fire, set in prehistoric times and featuring invented languages, elephants covered with fur playing mastodons, and the discovery by our protagonists of a different group of humans who practised face-to-face sex—how novel. (I have to admit I enjoyed every minute of this film. How preposterous! How inventive!)

				George was affable and directive, and essentially Hungarian. “Mogret!” he said to me. “I had a stupendous dream last night! In my dream there was a lot of purple. We must have a lot of purple in this film.” Dutifully, I empurpled as many things as I could.

				“Mogret! We have never seen a naked woman wrapped in cellophane in a film before. We must have a naked woman wrapped in cellophane!” Such a creature duly appeared. The result of my labours was an intensely Hungarian script: surreal, darkly looming, purple, with a naked woman wrapped in cellophane.

				

				—

				On my way back to Edmonton, I stopped over in Toronto to visit my parents and my sister. Somehow during this visit, I wandered off into the woods with a dashing wolf. Actually it was High Park, and the wolf was more like a needy abandoned dog. A poet, wouldn’t you know. Yes, sex was a factor. Not alcohol, though: due to doctor’s orders, I wasn’t drinking.

				In hindsight I should have known better, but I had just turned thirty. Life was closing in on me—is this all there is?—but opening up at the same time—movies? Really? I was also married to someone who didn’t seem all that sure he wanted to be married, or not to me. I felt my charms were under-appreciated, a good recipe for flying the coop; and I was a coop-flyer, as you know. I’m guessing that me and my writerly obsessions and my Ms. Fixit mentality were getting a bit too much for him. (“Are you feeling better yet? How about now? Look, we have a fondue pot! Doesn’t that make you happy?”) Also, I had done Jim’s horoscope. He was a Virgo with Pisces Rising and Jupiter and the Moon both in the First House; in fact, quite a lot in the First House. I was a Scorpio with Gemini Rising and Jupiter in the eleventh house and the Moon in Aquarius, and nothing in the First House at all. I was more interested in the paper people I could create than in doing deep dives into my own psyche, should such a thing exist. Fairy-tale Jung, not sex-neurosis Freud, was my snack of choice; though, considering the world around us now, I might well pick power-conscious Adler.

				I fessed up about the wolf episode as soon as I got back to Edmonton. Jim was appalled, but not by my reckless behaviour—we were after all in 1970, when marriages were exploding like ammo dumps and grown men were wearing love beads. He was more appalled by the identity of the man in question, who he thought was jejune. How could I? It was as if I’d bought a pink angora sweater with pompoms.

				During the next months in Edmonton, while I was working on the screenplay, the lives of others were falling apart around us. One of our young female colleagues had a paranoid collapse and was put into an institution. Another colleague was dying of brain cancer: metastasized melanoma. The brain-cancer victim was Frank Bessai, an Anglo-Saxon scholar: I’d read his palms when he’d first developed a limp. He was ambidextrous, and one of his hands had a normal lifeline. On the other, the lifeline just stopped. I didn’t mention this: possibly his fate was in the good hand, though I didn’t think so. In his final days, we went to see Frank in the hospital. He was on morphine, and was composing a wonderful drug-induced novel—if only he could write it down, he said. Then he gripped our hands. “You need to get out of here,” he said. “I didn’t, and look what happened to me.”

				Frank had arranged his own funeral service, so at the event it seemed as if he were speaking to us from beyond the grave. This upset me a great deal. I’m not sure why, since I hadn’t known Frank that well. Was it that I’d never seen anyone dying before? Was it the accumulated stress of everything else? The shock of mortality? For years, I kept seeing Frank standing on street corners and then turning into someone else.

				

				—

				Jim and I took Frank’s advice and got out. We now had enough money: my film-script earnings, Jim’s savings from his teaching job, plus a Canada Council writing grant, my first and last. I’d been asked to request it by the people running the program: no one was applying for senior grants, and if there weren’t any takers, those grants would have to be discontinued. The idea of my being a “senior” writer at age thirty with only two books published was ludicrous, but such believable qualifications were evidently thin on the ground.

				We were headed to England, where I would continue to collaborate with the film people and finish my novel, and Jim would work on a critical book on early Canadian nature writers such as Ernest Thompson Seton. So we packed up and drove eastward across Canada. Was it with a sigh of relief or a shiver of apprehension as to what lay in wait for us? How about both?

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 21

			Graeme, The Prequel:

			Part Two

			[image: ]

			When we last saw Graeme, he’d failed his course at Western. Now he was heading off to England with the mad idea in his head that he was going to write a novel. It was the fall of 1959. He was twenty-four, and penniless.

			While at Western, Graeme had encountered Shirley, a married woman of charm who was acting in the London Little Theatre semi-amateur group. When they’d met, Shirley was pregnant, though not by her husband—by another actor, who then disappeared from the story. Shirley was eight years older than Graeme and considerably more experienced in matters of the heart. And body.

			Chivalrous to the core and a born maiden-rescuer—see “man of the house” at age five—Graeme saw Shirley through her divorce, her pregnancy, the birth of the child, and the surrender of the baby for adoption. He then sympathized with the stress and grief—he was no stranger to women crying in the kitchen—and before you could say Jack Robinson, Shirley was pregnant again, this time by Graeme, who was without any prospects of gainful employment.

			Off they went to England to live in a decaying basement. Graeme was still dreaming about writing his novel, though he’d done nothing on it in the previous two years. Now, with a baby coming, he had to find a job. His younger brother, Alan, an unemployed actor, offered to put them up until they found a place. His flat was in a small house near the Battersea Power Station. Graeme had been assured there would be little trouble finding work as a supply teacher in London, so he applied by post to various regional education offices, but received no responses.

			Things were looking dire. Alan’s flat had once been a parlour facing onto the sidewalk; behind the sliding door separating Graeme and Shirley from what had been the dining room, an invisible man coughed cavernously. The house was cold and the kitchen was greasy and full of bicycles. A notice by the kitchen sink read, Please Leave This Kitchen as You Found It.

			Alan moved on, but the neighbour kept coughing. Graeme was relying on friends for courage and occasional loans. Bemoaning his fate over supper in Diogenes, a houseboat moored at Cheyne Walk, Graeme revealed that he’d posted his letters from Battersea. “You don’t think they’re going to hire people who live in Battersea?” said the friends. “You’ve got to send all the letters again, but from Kensington or Chelsea.” Graeme did as suggested, and was soon employed at a secondary modern school with nine hundred boys, in Ladbroke Grove. The couple was able to move into a “garden flat,” or basement, in Barons Court.

			In his job as a supply teacher in London’s rougher schools, Graeme wasn’t hampered by having a snooty accent, since he was Canadian. Also, his training in army discipline came in handy. As he himself said in his Margaret Laurence Lecture:

			
				The first time I turned my back on one class…three kids threw something at me. I learned that the teacher I’d replaced had been driven from the school by boys throwing stones at him from ambush. When he got police protection, the attacks stopped; once the protection left, the attacks resumed. He quit.

				I came closest to trouble when I first entered a class of older boys, all of whom were shouting and leaping about, utterly out of control. When reasonable orders for quiet failed I bellowed “SHUT UP!” in my most authoritarian Parade Square voice. Few noticed, so I strategically threw one of the bigger miscreants against the wall. In the silence that followed, one boy, obviously the barrack-room lawyer, said I could be fired for that. I agreed, then getting the boy’s name I wrote a note saying what I’d done, and that he appeared no worse off for the experience. After dating and signing it, I gave it to him and said he could do with it as he wished because I’d rather dig a big hole in the ground for a living than put up with their crap.

				Those boys—including the one I’d pushed against the wall—became my most enjoyable class. They’d long been bored silly, and humiliated, but they weren’t stupid. We once discussed Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” as a death wish.

			

			Because Graeme couldn’t stand the other teachers snivelling in the staff room about their dismal lot, he always took on recess and lunch duty. He would bring an ugli fruit to school—ugli fruits were lopsided grapefruits, a novelty at the time—and get the kids to chase him around the schoolyard, with whoever caught him winning the fruit. He told the children that cobwebs were made by Cobs—small furry animals that lived in cellars and were very shy, which was why you never saw them—and that in Canada there were creatures called Pobbles. (He got the kids to draw pictures of them.) Needless to say, he was very popular.

			Graeme’s first son, Matthew, was born in March 1960. They were all still living in the “garden flat” in Barons Court. Baby Matthew was a screamer and didn’t like sleeping, thus exhausting his parents. One day they bought a fifth of Scotch, determined to wait him out—waiting it out was the recommended method for sleepless infants at that time. Matthew screamed and screamed; then he screamed much more loudly. Then silence descended. In the morning the parents found that the ceiling in their dank flat had fallen in on top of the baby: there he was, lying sound asleep in his crib, covered with pieces of broken plaster. That was the end of waiting it out.

			
				Rent-A-Beatnik

				The exact order of events during the next period is a little hazy. Graeme’s two fast friends from Western—Henry Scott and Tom Schwartz—were both in England then. Henry was the product of a posh English family on the slide who’d shipped him off to Canada to study because he was too bright and too odd. He and Graeme had met at a semi-formal society dance in London, Ontario, where Graeme had put in an appearance under pressure from his parents. He hated such dances. On one occasion he’d finally asked a girl in a puffy dress to dance with him, expecting her to stand up, only to discover that she was already standing up. On this evening, Graeme had been on the sidelines having a drink or three near the wallflower brigade when he heard one of the chaperones say to someone behind him, “Wouldn’t you like to dance with one of these lovely girls?” “No,” said a determined voice. Graeme turned around. It was Henry Scott.

				Tom Schwartz was a Czech who’d escaped death in the Holocaust due to the kindness of neighbours and the ingenuity of an aunt. Once he’d made it to Canada along with the intrepid aunt, he and Graeme had both drifted in and out of a group of semi-bohemians in London, Ontario, who used to forgather in the crypt of a local church. Now here was Tom in London, England, living in Chelsea on Diogenes, the rented houseboat.

				Tom and Graeme and a couple of others concocted a scheme to make money, of which they were short. It was called “Rent-A-Beatnik.” The rented Beatnik would turn up at parties, lounge about looking stoned, declaim poetry by Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti, and insult people by calling them bourgeois. The conspirators put an ad in the paper, which attracted the attention of a tabloid: Would they grant an interview?

				Tom, who had the largest beard, agreed to play the Beatnik. He climbed into bed with a bottle of advocaat, acted disenchanted, spouted philosophy to the journalist, and got his picture in the paper. There were then a lot of requests for bookings—debutante parties and the like. But one of the requests was deeply suspicious. It appeared to be from a bunch of skinheads, quite probably with plans to beat the crap out of the Beatniks. Rent-A-Beatnik considered its options carefully but not for long and closed up shop.

			

			
				Graeme Enters Literary Society

				The small family got an offer of a free place in Cap d’Antibes, France, in return for looking after it while the owner was away. Naturally they accepted. Graeme drank in bars—where, said he, they doubled the prices, though not for locals, every time a foreign ship was in port—but he did his writing in a café.

				There he was accosted by a member of the local literary society. “You are a writer? From Canada? But how wonderful!” she said. “You must come and speak at our literary society!”

				Graeme envisioned a gathering of seven or eight earnest intellectuals, and quailed. In vain he protested: his French wasn’t good enough, he was working on a book but hadn’t published it, he had never spoken to a literary society. The lady insisted. Finally, he set a date many weeks in the future, at a time when he would already have left the country. Then he forgot all about it.

				But his stay was unexpectedly extended. One evening, when Graeme and Shirley had been having a fight and he had a blinding headache, the phone rang. It was the literary society lady. “But where are you? You must come quickly! Everyone is here! We are expecting you!” She named the address.

				Still wearing his woolly slippers and his out-at-elbows-brown cardigan, Graeme staggered forth into the night. He turned a corner. There up ahead of him was his conductress, signalling frantically. “In here! In here!” She pushed him through a back door. He was in the wings of a theatre, and now she was introducing him.

				“Et maintenant…du Canada…l’écrivain, Graeme Gibson!”

				He shambled out onto the stage. There were at least a hundred people in the audience. He blinked in the stage lights, his head pounding. “Mesdames et messieurs,” he said. “Messieurs et mesdames.” He paused. “Bonsoir. Bonsoir. Bonsoir.” He turned and walked off the stage.

				According to him, this was a liberating act: he didn’t have to do this kind of thing if he didn’t want to. “But for the rest of our stay,” he would say, “people would cross the street and duck into doorways if they saw me coming.”

				Meanwhile, Eugene Benson—who later became a playwright, librettist, and memoirist, and who helped start PEN Canada with Graeme and me—was reading Graeme’s manuscript. “Eventually,” says Graeme, “a registered package with my manuscript and Eugene’s notes arrived….

				
					I recall he’d used a ballpoint pen with blood-red ink, but that may be retrospective melodrama. It was a tough but remarkable and very courageous gift. In the midst of all kinds of encouragement and helpful suggestions, Gene said I’d clearly been working very hard; however, he couldn’t find anything on the page that revealed why I was doing it. If you don’t find it important, he asked, who will? He also said he could only find a handful of sentences that suggested I had any talent whatsoever. Much later I assured him there were at least fifteen…. Years later I pulled out his letter…and confirmed how fair and constructive Eugene had been. To this day I consider his among the most courageous and valuable gifts I have received as a writer.

					…Drinking coffee in spectacular weather until eleven or so, then moving on to beer or Pastis, I began to learn how to write…. In order to take control of my prose I began by making the first sentence work exactly as I wanted, and then continuing one sentence at a time until I had fashioned the first paragraph. I hovered over each paragraph until I knew that it served its purpose…. In the evenings I’d make whatever small changes seemed necessary, and then compose a rough version of the sentence I planned to start with the next day.

				

				By the time they left France, Graeme had managed twenty-five or thirty pages.

				When Graeme returned to Toronto in the spring of 1961, with Shirley and baby Matthew in tow, he found a teaching job in the Ryerson Polytechnical Institute’s English Department. As he notes: “The early sixties were busy, melodramatic, and ominous: newspapers maintained their circulation with the Bay of Pigs Invasion and the Berlin Wall, with the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Space Race…. Nuclear bomb tests blossomed on every side, and Vietnam raised its head…. It isn’t surprising that many people I knew at the time had had at least one nuclear war dream.”

				Every professor in English at Ryerson had to teach two subjects: business English and literature. Graeme, whose nicknames among the students were “Gibbo” and “Bones”—the latter because he was so tall and skinny—hated teaching “Business English” but was devoted to his other course, “The Modern European Novel,” known affectionately by his students as “Introduction to Despair.” It included not only Kafka and Mann but many postwar writers, such as Heinrich Böll.

				But the teaching was demanding, and Graeme wanted time to work on his novel. By the end of 1963 he’d negotiated a year’s absence without pay. He intended to finish the book in Mexico. He says in his Laurence Lecture:

				
					As Shirley and I set off for Oaxaca in July, with two children now, I swore that if I hadn’t finished the book by the time we returned, I’d chuck it. That rash vow caused me considerable stress as the months and then the years rolled by.

					Once in Oaxaca, we moved into a flat on the second floor of a large house with a garden through which two dangerous German police dogs roamed at night. From one window we saw the town, and from another the mountains. Apparently, Frieda and D.H. Lawrence had lived there while he was writing Mornings in Mexico. This struck me as a promising sign. On the other hand, Malcolm Lowry had his most terrifying visions in Oaxaca. I thought of him empathetically one night while a pack of feral dogs savagely attacked a burro. They were just out of sight around the corner, and, confronted with their terrible wild voices and the despairing cries of the burro, even the dogs in our garden fell silent.

				

				Eventually, Graeme finished his book. Five Legs is a “voice” novel—the book is very funny when read out loud, not so much on the page—and it was “experimental.” So finding a publisher for it, especially in Canada, in the 1960s, wasn’t easy. Graeme had sent it to McClelland & Stewart but had heard nothing. He was drinking in the Park Plaza one day with Farley Mowat, a feisty war vet, environmental writer, and former forestry student of my father’s. (“He tells a good yarn,” said my father.) Farley was already internationally famous for People of the Deer and many other books, and was a good friend of Jack the Mac’s. Graeme was moaning to Farley about Jack’s lack of response. “There’s Jack,” said Farley, pointing across the room. “Go get him.” Graeme ambled across the room to where Jack McClelland was holding court, and pointed out that M&S had had his manuscript for five months. “He stared at me with his pale blue eyes, and said I’d hear from them on Monday. The fellow sitting with him, who listened intently to this exchange, turned out to be a feature writer doing a profile of McClelland for Time magazine. I wasn’t surprised on the Monday to learn M&S would not be publishing my book.”

				Graeme then submitted the novel to Macmillan of Canada, who kept it for only two months. The editor there told Graeme that he’d have to marry the daughter of a French-Canadian lumber baron so there would be enough paper for the book. (It was long.)

				Remember when I said that Dennis Lee was the fifth business in the trajectory of my life? To reprise: a fifth business in drama is not the hero or the antagonist, but an essential mover in the plot. So: enter Dennis Lee, stage left, looking nonchalant.

				It was the late 1960s, and Dennis’s House of Anansi Press was up and running. He had also just published his own acclaimed collection, Civil Elegies, edited (sort of) by me. Graeme tried him next. Graeme says:

				
					By the time I met Dennis Lee I must have been wild-eyed. We neither said much. I undoubtedly conveyed relief that he’d read the book, and hoped that he’d like it. Perhaps I explained it was my only copy and I’d once spent several horrible days in a gigantic lost-luggage warehouse at the airport in Mexico City before finding my suitcase with the novel inside. Leaving him, I wandered off, mustering the old, almost reliable daydreams the best I could.

					…I discovered later that he’d feared Five Legs would bankrupt Anansi: not only was it a complicated stream-of-consciousness work, and their first novel, it was too long. The expense of publishing it meant they’d have to charge at least $2.50 for the paperback, and $6.50 for the cloth. Despite this Dennis went ahead and the book appeared in April 1969. I don’t think any of us were prepared for what then happened.

					I went out Friday at midnight…for the Saturday Globe and Mail. Fumbling with the pages under a street-light’s brownish glow I found the review’s title: “A Glowing Anti-Puritanism in Sorrow.” It was a remarkable review: [the Globe’s literary editor, Bill] French, had somehow caught and conveyed what I’d been trying to do. I almost wept with relief.

					The first run of two thousand copies sold out within weeks and a second printing of twenty-five hundred appeared shortly after. I have no idea how many people actually read Five Legs; I have certainly come across copies in second-hand stores that are suspiciously pristine. Be that as it may, the novel’s unexpected and unusual success undoubtedly contributed to Anansi’s growing publishing program.

				

			

			
				This Is Where I Come In

				The 1969 Governor General’s Award for poetry had been split between George Bowering and Gwendolyn MacEwen, thus leaving out Milton Acorn’s excellent collection I’ve Tasted My Blood. This was a sad blow for him: Gwen was the ex-wife he’d been obsessed with and had chased across the country after they’d divorced, longing to get her back.

				Milton was what we would now call bipolar. He was either ecstatic or so depressed he could barely move. Several people had tried to be his artistic patrons, but he hadn’t made it easy for them. One upper-middle-class couple had taken him home with them because he told them he didn’t have a place to sleep. He’d got up in the middle of the night, consumed the contents of their liquor cabinet, fallen into the ash-filled fireplace, and then taken a shower. When they woke up in the morning, Milton was gone, and their all-white bathroom was covered with black smudges and handprints.

				Milton’s response to not winning the GG was twofold: He began to attack a bemused George Bowering, as he couldn’t very well attack Gwen. And he headed downhill toward a major depression. A bunch of us decided to invent a medal for him—“The People’s Poet,” since he was a Marxist in his own mind, though actual Marxists would probably have shot him. In any case, his work was largely sympathetic to what was then called “the working class,” a group in which he could certainly claim membership. He and Al Purdy shared that: there’s a story about the two of them putting a roof on Al’s house, arguing about poetry the whole time while waving hammers at each other.

				For Milton’s medal ceremony, we threw a party at Grossman’s Tavern in Toronto. I had not won the 1969 Governor General’s Award for fiction, which bothered me not in the least, since I considered The Edible Woman to be something of a jeu d’esprit and not weighty or morbid enough to qualify. In any case, I had already won the thing for poetry. But Graeme had not won it for his novel either. I’d read Five Legs, naturally: I was associated with House of Anansi and was a friend of Dennis Lee’s, so Dennis had sent me a copy.

				I met Graeme for the first time at that “People’s Poet” party. He was very tall, so my main impression of him was his vest—blue denim, as I recall. I thought Five Legs ought to have won the Governor General’s Award, and told him so. I wasn’t flirting, just expressing my opinion, but when a strange young woman, wearing a white crocheted lace minidress with wooden buttons down the front, compliments a fellow on his work in such definite terms, it’s bound to make an impression.

				Unheeding, I left for England and thought no more about it.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 22

			The Edibles

			[image: ]

			Midway through 1970, Jim and I arrived in London. The Edible Woman film producer, Oscar Lewenstein, had kindly arranged for us to stay in a house in the mansion-bestrewn suburb of Richmond while we looked for somewhere to live. The place belonged to Jo Grimond, until recently the much-respected leader of the Liberal Party. His daughter, Grizelda—then in her twenties—was Oscar’s executive assistant. We were told that the Grimond family was away, so it was all right for us to camp out in their very large house, among the priceless antiques or threadbare family heirlooms. Who could tell the difference? Not us. But we tiptoed carefully around, in terror of breaking anything.

			One day a large pink naked man came out of the opulent, steamy bathroom. It was Jo Grimond. He hadn’t known we were there. We hadn’t known he was there.

			Mutual consternation. Polite English apologies. Wait a minute—he was apologizing to us for the fact that we were unexpectedly in his house? You could see why he was an excellent politician.

			Through the newspaper ads, we located a furnished flat. The price was right, the size was adequate, and it wasn’t too far from central London by tube. It was on St. Dionis Road in Parsons Green, a posh area now, though not at all posh in 1970.

			The flat was smaller than our apartment in Edmonton. It was on the second floor of what had been a workman’s cottage. The heating was supplied by electrical devices that stored up energy during the less expensive off-hours and then released it during the peak hours. Excess warmth was not a problem. The kitchen was an add-on, and had no heating as such. During a cold snap, everything liquid in it froze. A little later in our stay there was an electricity strike, during which everything in general froze. This coincided with a garbage strike: the streets were piled high with trash, the rats had a picnic, and people of older generations said to one another on the bus, “Everyone’s so friendly! It’s just like the war!”

			London was very different from the way it had been in the summer of 1964, when I was last there. The Beatles (founded in 1960) and the Rolling Stones (1962) were just revving up back then, but now they were transcendent. Instead of sensible mid-calf skirts, young women were flaunting coloured tights and miniskirts, boots that came up to the knee, and long coats, either with the miniskirts or with long dresses in velvet or satin, garnished with medieval chain-metal belts or tiny self-covered buttons. I acquired one of each: the velvet was red, with a copper belt; the satin was black, with a fitted waist and tight sleeves. Hippies were hitchhiking, clubbers were clubbing. I was thirty; I’d begun to feel old.

			

			—

			Back in Canada, the mood was very different. The Front de libération du Québec had been operating in Quebec for years. It was dedicated to the separation of Quebec from Canada and the abolition of capitalism through revolution. Since 1963, felquistes had carried out some two hundred bombings and dozens of robberies across Montreal, with wealthy anglophone areas targeted. Six people had been killed and many more injured. Now the FLQ had upped its game. In October 1970, James Cross, a British trade commissioner, was kidnapped and held for ransom, and a cabinet minister, Pierre Laporte, was also kidnapped. Under its new prime minister, Pierre Trudeau, the federal government responded to calls for help from Montreal and Quebec and to outraged and frightened public opinion, and invoked the War Measures Act. This overrode normal civil liberties, and hundreds of people were arrested and imprisoned without warrants and without trial. Two days later, the body of Pierre Laporte was found in the trunk of an abandoned car. He had been strangled.

			The overriding of ordinary civil liberties is one of the signposts on the road to dictatorship. Terror tactics, such as bombings, kidnappings, and political murders, are another signpost on that road.

			I was viewing all this through English newspapers, and was very worried. The abolishing of normal legal protections was all too reminiscent, for me, of the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956, and of Nazi and Cold War tactics generally. I joined Amnesty International, which works on behalf of those who have been unjustly imprisoned for political reasons. This meant receiving the Amnesty newsletter, which made me even more worried, as it was full of accounts of summary imprisoning and torture and assassination. Out of this came—eventually—a suite of poems called Notes Towards a Poem That Can Never Be Written. A short excerpt:

			
				This is the place

				you would rather not know about,

				this is the place that will inhabit you,

				this is the place you cannot imagine,

				this is the place that will finally defeat you

				where the word why shrivels and empties

				itself. This is famine.

			

			Neither the Amnesty newsletter nor these poems were encouraging about the more sinister side of human nature.

			Along with my film script—which was dormant on my end while the producers scrambled around looking for money—I had hauled over to England a honking big pile of poet bill bissett’s mimeo publications, offset pamphlets, and issues of his magazine, blew ointment. For the puzzled, “blew ointment” referred not only to oral sex but also to the remedy used for pubic lice, of which bill claimed he had experienced some, though I never inspected him. I intended to edit the paper mountain into a publishable “real” book, to be done by Anansi. This task was entirely my own fault. I had expressed the opinion that within the wad of texts there was work of real value, and Dennis Lee had said, in essence, “Show me.”

			bissett was an early proponent of “sound poetry” and did a lot of chanting and bell-ringing. He was also an early proponent of being stoned much of the time. He left a lot of consonants and capital letters and punctuation out of his poetry. I’m not sure whether bill cared about having a “real” book—too square, maybe?—but he went along with my efforts in his hazy, smiley way, and gave me one of his enigmatic paintings, executed on both sides of a wooden board.

			I drove myself slightly mad over this project, but managed to whittle things down to the readable. The result was Nobody owns th earth, Anansi, 1971. There is no e on the, in case you were wondering. Why did I take this on? Ms. Fixit at work? I liked a challenge? My version of risk-taking? Was I a paid “professional editor”? No: Anansi-ites didn’t think that way. Anansi was a seat-of-the-pants operation, and most tasks of this kind were labours of love.

			In the spring of 1971, I received a letter from Dennis Lee. Would I join the editorial board of Anansi? Not knowing at that distance what a seething cauldron of bad blood, ancient curses, internecine feuds, and backstabbings the small-publishing scene was, I innocently said yes. Not until later did I discover that there had been a bitter power struggle between Dennis and his co-founder, Dave Godfrey, which Dennis had won. Shortly he would be challenged in turn by Shirley Gibson, wife of Graeme, who by that time was the managing director.

			Ellen Godfrey, wife of Dave, had taken to writing murder mysteries. After a few years, she produced one in which people thought that the murder victim was Shirley, given a different hair colour, and the murderer was Dennis, physically altered. Wish fulfillment at its finest.

			While in London, I had my first encounters with the British publishing world. I met Diana Athill, the U.K. editor who had overseen the publication of The Edible Woman for André Deutsch. Diana was beloved by everybody. She edited, among others, Brian Moore, Mordecai Richler, and V.S. Naipaul. She was a stately person of the gentlewoman class, living in a flat near Hampstead Heath. It was in this flat that I had my first cup of British coffee that didn’t taste like eggs-chips-and-peas-café sludge—strong, made in a French press, and served with crystals of brown sugar.

			The arrangements at André Deutsch were curious. André, a diminutive Hungarian Jew who had fled the Nazis before the war, had an enormous office with a gigantic desk behind which he sat like a petty emperor, scowling and shouting and issuing commands. Diana later described him in Stet as “possibly the most difficult man in London.” Diana herself had a tiny office that might have been mistaken for the janitor’s cubbyhole. I had no idea that she was a founding director of the company, which meant that she’d put money into it. I thought she was some kind of hireling.

			The rule between them seems to have been that André would stride through the world of writing like a minor tyrant, offending authors and their agents and causing ruptures, and Diana would scurry around behind him trying to make peace and sweeping up his messes like the dog-show poop cleaners at Crufts. Tact was one of her strengths. She certainly needed it.

			Through Diana I met Jean Rhys—whose novel about the mad wife in Jane Eyre who eventually burns down the house with herself in it had astonished the literary world in 1966. One reason for this astonishment was that everyone had thought she was dead. She’d had an early career in the 1920s and 1930s in Paris under the patronage of Ford Madox Ford, who was temporarily besotted with her, before she’d descended into obscurity and extreme poverty in the 1940s and 1950s. She and her third husband eventually moved to a cottage in Devon, purchased for them by her brother. It was there that she’d been writing Wide Sargasso Sea, a brilliant tour de force and one of the first modern works to reimagine a figure from another novel.

			When Jean Rhys was discovered not to be dead after all, Diana had gone to see her and had expressed great interest in her almost-finished novel. But Jean had then had a heart attack and ended up in the hospital. Diana visited.

			“Promise me,” said Jean, “that if I die you will destroy the manuscript.”

			“And did you promise?” I asked Diana, who was telling me this story.

			“Of course.”

			“And would you really have destroyed it?”

			Diana replied with some version of “Perhaps it will rain.” She was, after all, an editor. The book came first.

			Diana took me to lunch with Jean, who was wrinkly and witty and was wearing a fashionable cape and a lot of green eye shadow. She didn’t want to talk about her writing, or anyone’s: she wanted to talk about what fun it was to shop at Miss Selfridge. At the age of thirty, I found this faintly grotesque—Jean Rhys must have been eighty—but now that I am older than she was then, I say, “Go, Jean!”

			
				Enter Phoebe-The-Agent

				The Edible Woman came out in the United States in the fall of 1970. I flew to New York for something related to publicity, and did a reading at the 92nd Street Y. There I met Erica Jong—shortly to be famous for Fear of Flying, which blew up the sexual taboos of the time. She was then known only as a poet (Fruits & Vegetables); she was wearing a cute fuzzy pink tam and great big glasses, and she introduced my reading.

				On the same trip I met Phoebe Larmore, a young agent (meaning she was under thirty). She’d read The Edible Woman and had written me a letter, saying she hoped she could represent me. She had already been recommended to me by my American editor, Peter Davison, while I was still in Edmonton. Phoebe was living in a SoHo loft with a swing in it. Across the courtyard was Djuna Barnes, who’d become notorious for her modernist and partly lesbian 1936 novel, Nightwood. She was now in her late seventies and a heavy drinker. Phoebe used to take out her empties for her.

				My first sight of Phoebe was at a party she was throwing. There she was, sitting on her swing in her loft, wearing a long clingy dress with an appliquéd satin butterfly on it. It was the era of appliquéd satin butterflies: I shortly acquired a black T-shirt with a similar butterfly. I think everyone at that party was, as they used to say, higher than a kite, except me. But Phoebe and I had a conversation, and she became my agent—a relationship that lasted more than forty years, through thick and thin and many adventures.

				Phoebe had attended a Quaker girls’ school and was overly helpful in the same way I was, so we always agreed on the Right Thing to Do. She too had a mix of New England and French Huguenot ancestors. She had a Southern Belle mother and a Pennsylvania lawyer father. We even looked a bit alike: at author events, she was sometimes mistaken for me. She’d been a romantic girl, who idealized people and things. She used to be sent to her room (by the strict father, not the sweet mother) for becoming overexcited. Too much spinning around and around until she fell over.

				Her ditzy semi-Southern charm disarmed publishers, who thought she was stupid and would fall for shoddy deals. Then her lawyer side would come out and the publishers would find themselves flipped on their backs like beetles, waving their arms and legs feebly, while Phoebe finished them off. The ditziness wasn’t an act, however. Both sides of her were real.

				At the Quaker boarding school, Phoebe had been asked to a formal dance at a neighbouring boys’ boarding school. She designed and sewed a floaty silk dress, but one of her roomies came to admire it and flicked a cigarette ash, and the dress went up in flames. There wasn’t time to make another. Phoebe borrowed a strapless, wired formal dress from one of her other roomies. It was a little too big for her, but because of the wiring the dress could stand up by itself. She put it into a dress bag and took the train to the boys’ school, as was the custom.

				Her date turned out to be the school’s champion rock ’n’ roll dancer. The floor cleared so everyone could watch his fancy steps. He gyrated around Phoebe and her dress, showing off. Then he put his hand on her waist and twirled her.

				“He twirled me right around inside the dress. The zipper was at the front, and at the back were the two wired…”

				“Phoebe! How devastating! What did you do?”

				“He twirled me back again.”

				After graduating from university, Phoebe thought she might become a social worker, but this proved discouraging. She then landed a job as a “floater” at Condé Nast, which published magazines such as Vogue. As a floater, she was supposed to float from department to department, helping out. Since she had few appropriate skills, she became very good at floating. She once sent me a fridge magnet that said “I wander from room to room,” which might have described both of us. But during her life as a floater, she read a lot of magazines. Then she was interviewed by the Paul R. Reynolds agency, a respectable firm run by two older gentlemen who addressed her as “Miss Larmore” and were not magazine readers. Due to her magazine floating experience, she got a job placing excerpts from the Reynolds authors’ books in magazines. Her first assignment was a book-length memoir by a man of some notoriety. She thought it might be suitable for a magazine such as Esquire, and sent it off. She got a phone call.

				“Miss Larmore. We are prepared to offer three thousand dollars for magazine serial rights.”

				Phoebe wrote the number down. I should explain that she was dyslexic with numbers—an odd trait for an agent, but so it was. “Three…thousand…dollars?” she said, staring at the number, trying to figure out how much that was.

				“All right then, five.”

				“Five…thousand…dollars?”

				“Miss Larmore! You drive a hard bargain! Ten!”

				“Ten…thousand…dollars?”

				Shortly later, she entered the office of her bosses. “I’ve just sold The Autobiography of Malcolm X for twenty thousand dollars,” she reported. This was an unheard-of sum.

				“Well! Miss Larmore! That is impressive!” said the gentlemen.

				Later in the 1960s, Phoebe had started her own literary agency, which was doing very well. Dyslexia, it appeared, was no impediment. Anyway, it was like me with spelling: others could do that for her.

				

				—

				All this time my erstwhile Ill-Omened Lover from my brief fling in Toronto the year before had been lurking about, mostly by letter. People sent long, exclamation-mark-filled letters in those days, with lots of Big Feelings in them. They didn’t fear their letters being posted immediately online.

				I will now set forth the following theory: Despite some of my surly-sultry-broody jacket photos, men didn’t look at me and think hot sex or—a version of it—dominatrix. Instead, they looked at me and thought, if older, Silly chit of a brat. But if younger and less settled and at a loss, they looked at me and thought, Oh good! Wendy from Peter Pan! The former Home Economics whiz shone through: I would make a cozy living space for them, feed them their dinners, and sew on their buttons, while they went off and had adventures and never grew up. Graeme Gibson was shortly to look at me and think, Canoe trips, and in this he wasn’t mistaken. But he wouldn’t go off to fight Captain Hook while I sewed on buttons: we would have the adventures together.

				The letters from the Ill-Omened Lover were mostly of the Be My Wendy kind. Unbeknownst to me at first, he was interviewing—as it were—a couple of other women for this position. All he wanted was a nice domestic life, with cups of tea at a breakfast table in the mornings. (He hadn’t had a satisfactory mother.) I was cruel for not agreeing to supply him with this version of himself. Whereas all I wanted was…What had that been, exactly? “Sex” didn’t quite cover it, nor did “romantic passion.” Both were involved, but “detour” might have been more accurate. It’s hard for me to reconstruct the person I was at the age of thirty, but I did have a strong resistance to other people telling me who I was and what I had to do, and a nose for those who wished to manipulate and control me and turn me into a Wendy. Thank you, nasty little girls of my childhood: you were character-forming, as well as novel-generating. I used to have a notice on my bulletin board that read, “Good judgment comes from experience. Experience comes from bad judgment.” A well-worn aphorism, but accurate.

				The Ill-Omened One’s letters also contained quite a lot about writing. (He did turn into a prolific writer. We also became friendly acquaintances, much later.) The stuff about writing was mostly about his own writing and how good it was, or would be, and contained this sentiment: “I’m a real writer, but you’re only a star.” Not the best tactic.

				Out of this adversarial and tempestuous state of affairs, and also the second wave of feminism that was now spreading around, came a suite of poems called Power Politics. If the Personal was Political, then the Political was also Personal, as it is when push comes to shove, and to pushing people under trains and shoving them out of windows. I threw into my suite all the mythology, role-playing, pop culture such as comic books, military history, and gender-posturing I had at my fingertips. The suite began with the often-quoted duo of couplets,

				
					you fit into me

					like a hook into an eye

					a fish hook

					an open eye

				

				Yes, there is a debt here not only to my childhood fishing experiences, but also to the 1929 surrealist Buñuel and Dalí film, Un chien andalou.

				I felt that Power Politics was too bizarre a sequence for Bill Toye and Oxford, publisher of my previous collections. Anyway, I was now on the board of Anansi, so I should do my bit for it. As for the Ill-Omened One, he said it was the best thing I had ever written. But when the book was actually published in the fall of 1971, he said he never thought I would do such a thing as publishing it, and how could I be so mean? Of course, if he hadn’t gone around telling everyone that it was about him, he wouldn’t have cast himself as my own personal hit-and-run victim: I’d lured him to my siren isle, ground my high-heeled shoe into his face or other parts, and left him alone and palely loitering where no birds sing.

				Me, rescuer of wounded baby rabbits? Surely not. But now I was La Belle Dame Sans Merci in popular poet-lore. Which was partly, though not entirely, my own damn fault.

			

			
				Enter Tony Richardson

				The co-producers of The Edible Woman film had a falling-out, and Oscar Lewenstein ended up with the property and an ace up his sleeve. The ace was Tony Richardson, a legendary film and theatre person of the 1960s. He’d directed many plays at the 1960s Royal Court Theatre and had made several groundbreaking films, including A Taste of Honey (1961), based on a play by Shelagh Delaney; The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner (1962), based on a story by Alan Sillitoe; and, with Oscar Lewenstein, the very successful Tom Jones (1963). I was suitably in awe when I heard the ace was Tony.

				(Tony’s Woodfall Film Productions became the new partner, and he and Oscar exercised the option and bought the rights. As nobody in Canada knew anything about film rights then, there was no reversion clause in the contract in case the film wasn’t made, so—after Tony and Oscar parted ways—I eventually had to buy the rights back.)

				Naturally, we needed a new screenplay: the purple, be-cellophaned naked-woman Hungarian concoction I’d written for George Kaczender would not do for Tony. By coincidence, Jim and I had sublet a little row house in France for a couple of months, beginning in mid-April, with the help of Charlie Pachter. It was in a manufactured mini-Venice, with canals, called Port Grimaud—near Saint-Tropez, which at that time was a summer playground for French film stars. Tony had an enclave up in the hills above Saint-Tropez. Our rent-a-row-house was ideally situated for screenplay collaboration.

				The Port Grimaud house was small but convenient. It had some ugly pictures that we hid in a closet, and a large Jackson Pollock jigsaw puzzle I spent much time completing when I wasn’t working on Surfacing or up in the hills collaborating on the script with Tony.

				Tony’s establishment was called Le Nid de Duc, nid being “nest” and duc being both “duke” and a species of large owl, akin to the great horned owl of the Americas. Tony was both duke and owl. The property consisted of a larger house and a number of smaller ones, and had once been a hill village. Tony had bought it from the actress Jeanne Moreau.

				
					Me: Tony, what happened to the original inhabitants?

					Tony: They intermurdered each other.

				

				Tony was a tall, thin, charming, Oxford-educated person whom I liked very much, though not in a romantic way. He was funny and talented and mischievous—this last quality did not endear him to everyone. He had a relative lack of practical sense; whether this was an assumed mannerism it was impossible to tell. I suspect he was sometimes pulling my leg by pretending to be inept.

				“These laundromats in your book!” he said. “Laundromats! What a bizarre North American thing! I long to see one!”

				“Tony,” I said, “when you were a student at Oxford, how did your clothes get clean?”

				“I don’t know,” he said. “You just dropped them on the floor, and they went away, and then they came back, and they were all clean!”

				Later I found him looking over a new front-end-loading washing machine that had just been delivered. “Tony,” I said, “what’s wrong? You look very disappointed.”

				“I thought you would be able to do the dishes in it too,” he said.

				Tony’s entourage included his assistant producer, Neil Hartley; a jill of all trades named Anna Cottle, “rhymes with bottle”; and a cook and some other people, including a driver, who were the household support team. Instead of a watchdog, a watch-turkey gobbled at strangers to sound the alarm and fell out of a tree every night, gobbling all the way down. There were also some whippets that went hunting in the hills by themselves, and—at one point—two gay hairdressers who were concealing a third one in their closet, feeding him extra portions of their dinners.

				In addition to the turkey, there was a tropical bird aviary. One day I was sitting in the main house—the only part with electricity—typing away at the script on an electric typewriter, when the door at one end burst open and a naked man ran screaming through the room. He was followed by another naked man who was chasing him, laughing hysterically and holding a dead rat by its tail. These were the two hairdressers. It seems that the rat had got into the aviary, where it had bitten one leg each off several of the birds. Tony had gone in and killed the rat with a skewer. How the hairdresser had got hold of it was unknown.

				There was also a white parrot named Oscar—after Oscar Lewenstein, whom it resembled—who liked to hop around on the lawn while you were reclining on the grass discussing plot points and bite the buttons off your jacket and break your crystal watch face. “Look out for Oscar,” they would say as he was sneaking up on you. He usually pulled off his depredations despite these warnings. Tony was determined to lure the non-parrot Oscar into the swimming pool, and to get him drunk. He never succeeded in either.

				Dinner guests would often eat at a long table with Tony at one end. He liked to invite people who loathed each other, toss out an incendiary topic, and watch with interest while they attacked. He was, after all, a director of theatre and film: he was studying human behaviour.

				On our first night at one of these dinners—a birthday party for Sir John Gielgud—the after-dinner entertainment was a lip-synch performance of Cavalleria rusticana, performed by the two hairdressers and Natasha Richardson, the elder of Tony’s daughters, who was nine. The music came from a record player in the garage, and Natasha would run into the garage to turn over the vinyl when necessary. The audience sat on a stone wall.

				Natasha and her younger sister, Joely, were Tony’s two daughters by the very talented actress Vanessa Redgrave. Tony adored the girls. I expect they adored him too.

				We had some visitors of our own, down in Port Grimaud. Rick Salutin of Camp White Pine days was passing through with his girlfriend of the moment, who was called, unofficially, Merle the Girl. Tony, always in search of novelty, invited them to come to dinner with us. At a late stage of the evening, it was proposed that we go swimming in the pool, which had no lighting. Rick enthusiastically threw off his garments and dove in. Unfortunately, it was the shallow end. He’s lucky he didn’t brain himself. There was Rick, standing waist-deep in the water, blood pouring from his scalp wound, meditating on the nature of Being: “The thing about Pain is…it makes you realize you are actually…alive,” while Tony approached with a flashlight and a first-aid kit, holding out a Band-Aid while shielding his eyes and saying, “I…hate…blood!”

				The screenplay got finished. It was no longer purple and foreboding, but wacko and brightly coloured. I’d learned a lot from working with Tony, who would say in his oblique way, “We need a little something here. Something different. A variation in tone…”

				“Such as?”

				“You’re the writer. You’ll think of it.”

				Changing a novel that has a lot of interior monologue to a film made of images is never easy, as adapters of The Handmaid’s Tale were to find. If you don’t want to use voiceover—and there was a prejudice against it in film circles at that time—you have a challenge. The other challenge was that the world had changed radically between 1963, when the novel was set, and 1971, when we were writing the script. Were the limited role choices of The Edible Woman even understandable anymore? In the novel, there were sheath dresses and bubble-cuts and beehive hairdos. In real life in 1971, there were T-shirts worn without bras. The pill had arrived, and miniskirts, and “the sexual revolution,” and second-wave feminism. The stiffened, sprayed, straightened Dippity-Do look was out as well as the Twiggy short straight cut, and long, natural, windblown hair was in.

				“Why don’t you wear your hair down?” Tony said to me one day. I’d been pinning it up for some time, in keeping with my recent academic pursuits.

				“It’s too curly,” I said.

				“But you would look like some mahvellous Nell Gwyn orange woman!”

				For those not born in the seventeenth century, Nell Gwyn was a celebrated Restoration comic actress and a long-term mistress of Charles the Second. She had started her career at the age of fourteen by selling oranges in a theatre, a job that would have placed her in sexual harm’s way at an early age, but from which she had climbed up, first as an actress in the morally lax theatre, then as far as the King himself. Intelligent, funny, entrepreneurial, sexy. This wasn’t an unflattering comparison, I felt, but it wasn’t how I was accustomed to thinking of myself. Tony’s suggestion was not a come-on: it was a vision of a new theatrical style for me. I could shed the tweeds. Down came my hair. My 1970s maenad incarnation had begun.

				

				—

				Because there was no pressing reason to return to Canada when our lease was up in Port Grimaud, Jim and I rented another place abroad, again via Charlie. This one was in Italy, in a hill village called Anticoli Corrado; it was about forty kilometres northeast of Rome, near Aquila. Villages were built on hills in the olden days: people descended to work the fields, but could hurry back up if any Goths, Vandals, or other marauders appeared. Hills were easier to defend before the invention of airplanes.

				The apartment itself was built right into the rocky hillside. The bathroom had a raw stone ceiling. While you were having a bath, little scorpions might drop out of it into the tub. You fished them out quickly.

				The place had no refrigerator, so food had to be bought fresh and eaten right away. Ants were a problem, but I created a feeding station for them out of a saucer and sugar water. They made an ant pathway so they could come and fill up, circling the sugary water like cows round a pond. As the water evaporated, the mixture became stickier and the ants would become enmired, trapped like sabre-toothed tigers in the tar sands.

				Instead of a grocery store, a man would sell vegetables out of the back of his truck. You had to call out the names of the vegetables you wanted. In this way I learned Vegetable Italian. Though nobody spoke English, we quickly became known. “Ah. Gli scrittori,” they would say. “The writers.” The villagers weren’t hostile to us, merely curious. As we ourselves were: almost anything could mesmerize us. We lived suspended in time, as if the golden Italian summer would go on and on. Below us were fields of artichokes. So this is how they grow them, I mused. Big thistles. It’s this landscape that made its way into my third published novel, Lady Oracle.

				In Anticoli, I finished Surfacing and sent it off to Phoebe-the-Agent. I awaited news, though I understood it would be slow in arriving. Meanwhile, I’d had a letter from Tony, saying there were some “polishes” to be done on the script, and would we come back to France, please, and stay at Le Nid de Duc in one of the little houses, and he and I could do the polishing. So that’s what we did. The script got very shiny. Meanwhile, Jim and I discovered that we had a nickname among the filmerati in residence. We were known as “The Edibles.” Who are you among the English if you don’t have a nickname?

				At the end of July, Jim and I headed back to North America. I’d been asked by fellow poet Eli Mandel if I would fill in for him at York University during his sabbatical year. I needed the money, so I said yes. Then there was my position on the board of the House of Anansi Press to be taken up. It would be a whole new beginning. And it was, though not in the way I’d thought.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 23

			Graeme, The Prequel:

			Part Three
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			I will now sketch in more of Graeme’s background, as he is about to take centre stage.

			During 1970 and the early part of 1971—when I was in England, France, and Italy—Graeme was completing his second novel, Communion. He was also dealing with fallout from the success of Five Legs. As often happens with a group of buddies such as unpublished writers when one of them makes a breakthrough, Graeme’s friends divided into two groups: those who could handle his relative success and those who could not. One of the latter couldn’t find anything bad to say to him but “Your fingernails are always dirty.” (Not strictly true, but true enough.)

			Since returning from Mexico, Graeme was freelancing. He’d done some projects for the CBC, including a show on brainwashing and a series of interviews with Canadian fiction writers for Robert Weaver’s Anthology—where Alice Munro, Gwendolyn MacEwen, myself, and many others had had our work read on the radio. This series would morph into Eleven Canadian Novelists, published by House of Anansi. Graeme took the author photos too: he was an accomplished photographer, and this talent of his featured in our origin story.

			He was also writing screenplays. His collaborator was the filmmaker Peter Pearson, who’d discovered Margot Kidder—later to play Lois Lane in Superman—and would go on to head up the Directors Guild of Canada and Telefilm Canada. Peter and I would collaborate later too. I’d known him for a long time: he’d gone to Whitney Public School and to Victoria College, as I had, and had acted in the annual Vic Bob Revue, as I had. Peter used to say that I’d made him dress up as a Brownie and dance around a toadstool, thereby inaugurating his film career. Of course, I lack the power to “make” anyone do these things; I can only suggest.

			One of Peter and Graeme’s projects was a screenplay of the Sinclair Ross dust-bowl Depression novel, As for Me and My House, about an anguished pastor and his embittered wife stuck in a small prairie town. Peter had scared up some development money and they’d secured the Swedish superstar Max von Sydow, of Bergman’s The Seventh Seal, for the main role. But the keepers of the money bags folded, and Peter went bankrupt and had to sell off some of his possessions. Which is how Graeme and I later acquired an antique Quebec rocking chair.

			In Graeme’s sillier moments, he was involved in a plan to make The Hippie Horror Nudie Movie, in which hordes of naked teenagers infected with a plague would turn carnivore and attack their parents in elevators, speaking fake Swedish. This was before Night of the Living Dead; note the crossover themes. The scheme depended on a supply of free film they could get through producer Budge Crawley, but Budge had a plane accident, and both the film and the project went up in smoke.

			Meanwhile, being a political Conservative of the old school—the very old school, in which the privileged classes were supposed to be responsible for the welfare of the peasants, or—put another way—an officer looked out for his men—Graeme was canvassing for the New Democratic Party (NDP), which was and is Canada’s social-welfare party. He even won a riding—or electoral district—in deepest Rosedale, usually true-blue Conservative. That is how he came to know John Rich, the forensic psychiatrist, who later became our counsellor; Federico Allodi, another psychiatrist, who’d fled Spain under Franco and was shortly to rescue my sister from a bonkers shrink; and Sean Kane, a fellow writer, who, toward the end of Graeme’s life, tried to amuse him by sending weekly installments of a fable featuring raccoons. (It’s called Raccoon: A Wondertale. I’m in it, as a raccoon. My name is Touchwit.)

			

			—

			By the time I encountered him in depth—apart from Milton Acorn’s medal party—Graeme was living in a broom closet in an apartment on the ground floor of a mini-mansion on Rosedale’s upscale South Drive. His wife, Shirley, occupied the main bedroom. They let it be known they had an “open marriage,” which meant in practice that, while keeping the household together for the sake of their two children, they had been going their separate ways romantically for approximately five years. Recently, Graeme had gone his separate way with a single Significant Other. Shirley had gone her many separate ways. Thus the broom closet, which Graeme claimed he didn’t mind, though—being claustrophobic—he must have found it difficult. I expect he kept the door open.

			Graeme and Shirley were talking about a separation. He would take the kids and live in Port Hope, a nearby town, because he wanted to get out of the city. Shirley would visit on weekends. At that time, she was enmeshed with Russell Marois, a very young novelist who’d been writing in the cellar of the House of Anansi Press, which Shirley was managing. Russell had published a single novel in 1969, The Telephone Pole, in Anansi’s Spiderline series, devoted to new fiction. The Montreal Gazette said of the novel, “It is about nightmarish isolation among a set of characters living in a Montreal twilight zone. Poised in various stages of adolescence, they grapple with sexuality and power in a world without history…horrible, black, spiritually desolate, mind-smashing…”

			Twenty-three-year-old Russell wanted forty-five-year-old Shirley to leave the kids and run off with him. She was dithering. Graeme had spent an evening throwing all the plates and glasses at the wall. However, Graeme and Shirley were also still giving jovial dinner parties featuring roast beef and lots of wine, and addressing each other as “love” in the English manner, so if you didn’t know about the broom closet and the young novelist lover and the broken crockery, you wouldn’t have guessed.

			What had led to this state of affairs?

			When Graeme was in Mexico, his parents had separated after twenty years of acrimony and trying to make it work. It was a familiar wartime story: the husband went to the war and faced death, the wife kept the home fires burning and worried. Sometimes the husband would get a Dear John letter because the wife had found the waiting no longer tolerable. Sometimes the wife would get a black-edged telegram because the husband had been killed. Sometimes the husband would be sexually unfaithful because tomorrow he might be dead. Sometimes the wife would find out. Sometimes she would understand and forgive him. Sometimes she wouldn’t.

			In the story of Graeme’s parents there was a cigar-smoking Dutch baroness. (I imagine elegant cigarillos rather than big fat White Owls.) Heartrending letters from her had arrived once the general was back in Canada. There was revelation, then bitterness on the part of the mother: all those handsome Little Norway flyboys she’d turned down, and look what her husband had been up to! Both parents made weepy phone calls to Graeme in the middle of the night, seeking validation or counsel. This went on for some time, and got worse.

			Finally, Graeme’s mother had packed her bags and left. She intended to go back to Australia via England, but she never made it. She came down with aggressive throat cancer—she’d been a heavy smoker—and was dying in London. Graeme got the news from his brother, Alan, and set off at once. He took his five-year-old son, Matthew, with him—I’m not sure why—but his mother died before he could get there. The five-year-old met his two-and-a-half-year-old girl cousin, who bit him. The whole trip was so stressful for little Matthew that his hair fell out.

			The Graeme–Shirley marriage had been monogamous until then, but during Graeme’s absence Shirley began an affair with a young Mexican with whom Graeme had been playing chess. I don’t blame her. Graeme was obsessing about his novel at that time; he was intermittently ill—we think it was hepatitis B—and I expect all the moping and teeth-grinding and fever was a pain in the neck for Shirley, who may have begun to feel that her shelf life was limited and she’d better make as much sexual hay as she could before time ran out.

			They’d already had some marital discord, though who doesn’t? Things happen, including affairs with unsuitable young men, as I myself could testify. All of that was normal for the ’60s, but I felt that you should at least take responsibility for your own actions. That would include not blaming others for your decisions, especially people—such as me—that you hadn’t even met at the time you’d made them. I was not the home-wrecker that Shirley later made me out to be: the home was thoroughly wrecked before I appeared on the scene.

			Graeme didn’t find out about Shirley’s affair until the family was back in Canada and the bereft chess-playing Mexican lover started moaning, via letter. Graeme claims that he tried to patch up the marriage—think of the children—but Shirley didn’t want that. She wanted him to be there, to take out the garbage and act out the Daddy role for the kids, but she no longer wanted a maiden-rescuer who would be kind and paternal and help her solve her financial and domestic problems. She wanted something more precarious and Heathcliffian, if not positively Draculoid; something more like Russell Marois. The dark destructive growling Jungian Shadow. Whatever else Graeme the Lion King was, and despite his Scorpio Rising, he wasn’t that.

			I add here that Shirley had a troubled past: her mother had divorced her domestically violent father, and seven-year-old Shirley had been called as a witness at the trial. There were no no-fault divorces then: you had to prove the other partner was an axe-murderer or a slut. Shirley had liked her father better than her mother, so having to testify against him in a courtroom was a terrible ordeal for her, and she’d had a collapse—the first of many. To top it off, her brother had been killed on the last day of the war. She’d been dealt a difficult hand.

			
				Harold Wilson the Parrot

				While in Mexico, Graeme had rescued a parrot and brought it back with them. Its name was Harold Wilson, after the prominent British Labour politician. Graeme tried to teach Harold Wilson to say “What about the workers?” but with no success. However, Harold Wilson could imitate a vacuum cleaner, as well as other household noises and voices. Graeme would be sitting out on the porch after breakfast, writing or smoking, with Harold in the cage behind him, not visible to passersby. Girls would click past in their high heels on their way to work, and Harold would wolf-whistle at them. They would look at Graeme in alarm; he would shake his head and point behind him, trying to indicate that he wasn’t the whistler. Then Harold would scream: “AAARGH!,” thus cementing the view that Graeme was not only a predatory lecher but also stark raving crazy.

				Harold’s feathers started to fall out. In Graeme’s Bedside Book of Birds, he says:

				
					As winter and darkness set in, I saw that the bird was miserable: diminishing daylight must have been bad enough, but I also sensed that he was lonely.

					By spring I’d arranged to give him to the Toronto Zoo, a modest operation back then. The director led us to the aviary himself, where a congenial cage had been prepared. Waiting inside was a female parrot named Olive.

					Watched by my sons and a gathering crowd, I entered the cage, with Harold on my wrist. When I placed him on the main perch, Olive shuffled away. I said my goodbyes and turned to leave. Then Harold did something that astonished me. For the very first time, and in exactly the voice my kids might have used, he called out, “Daddy!” When I turned to look at him he was leaning toward me expectantly. “Daddy,” he repeated.

					I don’t remember what I said to him. Something about him being happier there, that he’d soon make friends. The kind of thing you say to kids when you abandon them at camp. But outside the aviary I could still hear him calling, “Daddy! Daddy!” as we walked away. I was shattered to discover that Harold knew my name, and that he did so because he’d identified himself with my children. I now believe he’d known it all along, but was using it—for the first time—out of desperation.

					…We think of our captive birds as our pets, but perhaps we are their pets, as well.

				

				If you hear echoes in this story of five-year-old Graeme seeing his father disappear in the direction of the war, I fear you would not be wrong.

				Harold the parrot was possibly the prelude to what was soon to become a defining passion for Graeme. Also in his Bedside Book of Birds, he says, “I came to the birds relatively late in life. For almost thirty-seven years I didn’t understand birdwatching. I remember how eccentric, how curious—even mysterious—I found the activity. Who were these tens of thousands of people with sensible shoes, a predilection for paramilitary raingear, and an almost risible devotion to birds?”

				Then, while walking in the thickly wooded Don Valley Ravine that runs through the centre of Toronto, he was dive-bombed by a red-tailed hawk. Not Eliot’s “The dove descending breaks the air,” but similar: a visitation. In a Pentecostal moment, the Spirit entered him, and he needed to know what this bird was. I expect he found the answer through John Livingston, a pal of his since his pre-Mexico days. John was already a respected naturalist, environmentalist, author, and teacher. He would have had the right bird book. Graeme was hooked.

				This bird was a guide for him—a doorway back into a world he had loved as a child. The great northern forest, the wolves howling in the distance, the calls of loons, the hooting of owls, the wind in the trees, the waves on the shore.

				He’d been separated from that world for twenty years. He was about to re-enter it.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 24

			Survival
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			After we returned to Canada, I bought a house, with the encouragement of Charlie Pachter. With my screenwriting and film rights fees, and the security of my teaching job, I had enough money. Mortgages were easier to come by then, and houses comparatively cheaper than they are now. The house was on Hilton Avenue near Casa Loma, Toronto’s huge pretend castle built by an eccentric millionaire, but it was also near Bathurst Street, which was noisy. We didn’t have much furniture, but we did have a beanbag chair, which our cat—named Patience, after the Gilbert and Sullivan opera—liked to pee on.

			Jim and I had the first and second floors. On the third floor were three small rooms, and quick as a wink they were inhabited by three people. First, my sister, now in her late teens, was inserted at the behest of my parents because I was still supposed to be “so good” with her. Second, a teenage male student who was suddenly just there. Finally, a young girl who was given shelter as a favour to my Very Nice Boyfriend in Vancouver; he had a soft heart and liked to be helpful to people. These three were nominally tenants. They did pay rent, more or less.

			

			—

			Phoebe-the-Agent had sent the manuscript of Surfacing to the publishers of The Edible Woman: McClelland & Stewart in Canada, André Deutsch in the United Kingdom, and Atlantic Monthly Press in the United States. The first two negotiations went without a hitch, but there was a problem in the States. Peter Davison, the publisher of The Edible Woman and also a poet, had taken time off to write. He’d put a neophyte editor in charge. This fellow told Phoebe that three of the four characters in the novel should be removed. Phoebe and I both disagreed: with only one character left, there wouldn’t be much of a plot. She took the book away from Atlantic and placed it with Simon & Schuster. When Peter returned from his sabbatical to find that his author had vanished, he was annoyed with Phoebe, especially since he had so warmly recommended her to me. But such is publishing life: turn your back for an instant and the authors are out of their cages and scuttling for the exit.

			The editor at Simon & Schuster was Dan Green, who had come from the marketing side and was now being given a crack at editorship. Dan was a New Yorker through and through, and had only the foggiest notion of what went on outside it, let alone in Canada. He once lost his passport at a conference in Montreal and was in despair at the idea of being trapped there forever, as in one of Dante’s frozen circles of Hell.

			When the book first came out, Dan pitched it to a male outdoorsy readership because it had fishing in it. This caused potential female readers to avoid it in droves. When the putative fishermen realized that the book had a female protagonist, contained messy reproductive issues including an abortion, and had a woman going full bonkers in the foliage, they deserted it. Then the initially frightened female readers discovered it, forgave the fishing, and came scampering back. You can never predict the afterlives of books once they have left the author’s grip. They have escapades of their own that the author will never know about.

			On the winding road to publication comes the moment when the author has to read the galley proofs in order to correct any errors. The U.S. copy editor of Surfacing had never edited a book of fiction before. My book had a lot of run-on sentences, and also semicolons—had I been inspired by Proust, whose À la recherche du temps perdue contains some of the longest sentences ever written? Or was it James Joyce, in the last chapter of Ulysses? Or was I just bad at punctuation? The copy editor opted for this third choice. He’d gone through the entire manuscript and changed my evocative stream-of-consciousness sentences into standard English. On the small-print galleys, I had to change the periods back into the original colons, commas, and semicolons using a magnifying glass.

			Two times a week, I headed north to the windswept campus of York University to teach poet Eli Mandel’s two classes while he was away on sabbatical. One was a fledgling creative writing class. The other was the English part of a bilingual course in Canadian literature. I knew very little about either of these subjects.

			I taught the creative writing class as if writing didn’t take place in a vacuum. As a teenager, I’d been brought up on the close-reading method—the text, the text, and nothing but the text. Not included was how the text was published—oral tradition, mud tablets, on a stone, transcribed by hand (Chaucer), three-volume novels (Scott, Austen), in serial form (much of Dickens), via samizdat (Soviet Bloc countries); nor who was reading it—your friends, the middle classes, the great unwashed masses; nor when it was written—during a monarchy, in boom times, in a dictatorship, in a depression, during a war; nor how it was received—instant popularity, languishing masterpiece, panned or banned, rediscovered; nor the author’s own life—awful childhood, creepy sex, early death, bad behaviour: none of that had been in play when I was a student. But having made a deep dive subsequently into the Victorian era—the great age of print—and now having been published and reviewed myself, and being connected with a small literary publishing company, I took a fresh interest in such modifiers.

			I was also curious about the gendering of prose styles. In high school we’d read an essay about the masculine prose style (forceful, clear, primary-coloured, definite, strong) versus the feminine prose style (wispy, vague, pastel, indirect, weak). I can’t recall the author—Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch?—but I was affronted by this essay, even though it was prose styles rather than people we were talking about. I’d been told by my painter boyfriend of 1960 that lady painter was the term used then for a bad painter, whether the bad painter was a man or a woman. Similarly, from reading reviews I had noticed that “she writes like a man” was a praise term, whereas “he writes like a woman” was the opposite.

			Content was similarly judged: women writing about domestic life (marriages, laundry, cooking, kids, affairs with the next-door neighbour) were petty and limited, and lacked the big picture. Men doing the same (Flaubert, John Updike, John Cheever) were conducting a praiseworthy exploration of the hidden motivations underlying our most crucial personal decisions, coupled with an astonishing observation of mundane details, such as washing machines.

			Wordsworth on daffodils was a genius, despite the fluttering and dancing. Emily Dickinson on snakes was…what? Unfeminine? Back in the day, you couldn’t win: you could be a poet but not really a woman, or a woman but not really a poet. Would you have to adopt a male pseudonym, like the Georges Eliot and Sand, in order to get people to read your work as actual work? I had certainly thought that in the late 1950s, when I was writing as “M.E. Atwood.”

			Surely this kind of thing died out long ago, you may think. Not so. In 2008, a campaign was launched by a story writer who hadn’t been included in a couple of anthologies. He organized more than a dozen acolytes to bombard the naughty anthologists with negative reviews over a period of two years. Among other sins, they were accused of writing in a “girly” manner. Shades of the “masculine” style. It was this situation that inspired my 2024 story, “Cut & Thirst.” The character Fern in the story is based on Jane Urquhart, one of the chief victims of the smear campaign.

			Back in 1971, I devised a minor torture for my York University students. First, we would read fiction extracts from different time periods, then guess whether the writer was male or female on the basis of style alone: how the words were put together, the active and passive tenses, the choice of adjectives, and so forth. Subject matter was different, though it couldn’t be assumed that only women could write about “female” subjects, such as giving birth and having sex with men. (Joyce’s Molly Bloom soliloquy, Tolstoy’s well-known childbirth scene, and L’enfer by Henri Barbusse were on my mind.) Similarly, my students weren’t to suppose that only men wrote about the experiences and emotions of men. (Emily Brontë in Wuthering Heights? George Eliot in Middlemarch?) Style alone was to be considered.

			The students did moderately badly in the gender-identification exercise, leading us to conclude that writers of all kinds are likely to write in the style of their period. Elizabethan playwrights sound Elizabethan, Victorian novelists sound Victorian, twentieth-century modernist short-story writers sound like twentieth-century modernist short-story writers, and so on. Whether our conclusions were correct or not, I leave it to you to decide.

			The next step was to have the students read a year’s worth of book reviews from Canadian newspapers and periodicals. They were to sort the reviewers and the books by gender: books by men reviewed by men, books by men reviewed by women, books by women reviewed by men, books by women reviewed by women. Then they were to search for key words such as forceful, masculine, solipsistic, pastel, and so forth. Not surprisingly in 1971, the majority of books were by men and so were the majority of reviews. Solipsistic—selfish, self-centred, enclosed—appeared in reviews of women, possibly because they were writing overtly about personal experiences, but did not appear in reviews of men. Women were assumed to be more subjective, less logical, more easily prostrated by emotions. In the days before computers and online spreadsheets, the poor students had to do all this sorting and searching by hand. What a whip-cracking fiend I was.

			For the third part of the exercise, we wrote letters to twenty writers—ten women, ten men. Had the writer ever been discriminated against in a review of their work on the basis of gender? we asked them. Some didn’t reply. None of the men answering said they had been. About a third of the women said they had. For what that was worth.

			
				I Get My Picture Taken by Graeme

				Anansi was due to publish my suite of poems Power Politics in the fall of 1971. The length of time between manuscript and finished book was much shorter in Canada then, especially with smaller publishers, as there was no huge marketing and publicity apparatus that needed to be set in motion, no chain bookstores, no cover reveals.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of the author, unsmiling, for Power Politics]
					

				

				Graeme took all the author photos for Anansi, so he took mine. We did the photo shoot in his backyard. No digital cameras yet: you took the pictures, developed the negatives, made the prints, hung them up to dry. He had a little darkroom and did his own developing and printing. Some of me in this shoot are genial and offhand, but the one chosen for the book is unsmiling, a straight basilisk stare that makes me look murderous, as if about to fire a crossbow arrow to the heart.

				Graeme had two origin stories about when he focused on me as a possible canoe-trip adventurist and life partner. This photo shoot was one: gazing into my mesmerizing eyes through the lens of a camera was definitive for him, he said. The other story was about a coffee meeting at which Anna Porter was present. She was then known as Anna Szigethy—nicknamed Anna Spaghetti—and was a gorgeous blonde Hungarian refugee who’d recently arrived in Canada and had talked her way into publishing. She was the secret heartthrob of every young male writer in Canada, except for the twisted ones who preferred me or Gwen MacEwen as their poetess pinups. Or so I have been told.

				On that day, Anna was wearing a miniskirt and a huge white plastic watch. I had a close-up view of this watch because I had wandered off the subject of the meeting into reading Anna’s hand. Graeme was present, for reasons I’ve forgotten. He witnessed the hand-reading and—according to him—was beset by a desire to have me hold his own hand. I did eventually read his hands. The lifeline, the line of the intellect, and the heartline were all joined, which was unusual, I told him: whatever he did in any one area of life would affect the others. And so it was.

				I was unconscious of his non-platonic interest in me. One of my theories about novel writers is that they don’t know more about human nature than other people: they know less, and their novels are attempts to figure it out. “How could I have been so dumb?” could be a subtitle of many novels. Or at least many of my novels.

				By this time, I had started attending Anansi board meetings, mostly in the Red Lion on Jarvis Street. Anansi was no longer located in Dave Godfrey’s cellar, where the succession of draft dodgers and/or toilers for the literary cause—including Russell Marois—had been stashed, next to the furnace and among the steam pipes. Since the rift between Dave and Dennis Lee, the company’s ad hoc premises had shifted.

				Board-member duties were many and varied, and those present at meetings weren’t always official members of the board. They might be hangers-on, people Dennis thought were interesting, or secret operatives. For instance, we advertised books by stapling posters of them to hoardings and telephone poles at night. Graeme, as well as being the jacket-photo photographer, was head of the nocturnal stapling brigade.

				We board-member writers inter-edited one another. We also read hundreds of unsolicited manuscripts. My favourite from this slush pile was one that revealed the true nature of Planet Earth; it was not round, but shaped like a cigar, and had a tunnel right through the middle, which was where all the vanished ships and planes had gone. Another of my top picks was a scheme for collective living: a hive-like building, no clothes, interchangeable wives. As an impractical utopia, this outdid any I’d read, but the male author was very keen on it.

				Dennis would always be present at the meetings. So would Shirley Gibson, who was running the office. She was then a blonde and still beautiful forty-six, and was outwardly tactful and somewhat mannered, having been an amateur actress. She was initially nice to me, especially when she wanted me to take on extra work. Once in a while a new writer would be present: the Red Lion was where I first met Matt Cohen, who’d already published one book with Anansi. I became his editor; in his memoir of that time, Typing—which he finished three weeks before he died of lung cancer in 1999—he has this to say about me:

				
					Atwood was slight and elfin, with a mop of frizzy hair, piercing eyes, a sharp tongue and a manner that was both brusque and friendly. I was already intimidated by her poetry and her success, but the fact that Dennis had confidence in her editorial capacities was most frightening of all.

				

				Me, frightening? I prefer elfin. Of course, elves can be frightening.

				Sometimes the accountant would be at our meetings. This should be spelled The Accountant, as in a superhero comic book: The Accountant had special powers, since he understood things that none of the rest of us did. I believe he was doing the job pro bono. These Accountant meetings were solemn occasions, since Anansi was always on the verge of running out of money.

				

				—

				Meanwhile, back on Hilton Avenue, it was the end of October, and I was throwing a Hallowe’en birthday party for my sister. It was a dress-up affair. Jim and I came as Life and Death, though I forget which of us was which. Life wore white, with a shining sun; Death wore black, with a skull. At a Harvard grad-school Roman-themed dress-up, I’d once gone as Cleopatra’s Breast, wearing a beige dressing gown, and Jim had gone as the Asp.

				It was probably this Hallowe’en party that gave rise to a gossip item that enlivened the literary grapevine: it was said that I was in the habit of dressing up in full pre-Revolutionary French court costume, including the high-piled white powdered wig and the pannier skirt and the fan, and that I roamed the streets of Toronto at night in this outfit. What was I up to? The usual Undead activities, perhaps: a little luring, a little wolf-howling, a little blood-sucking. Unfortunately, this story wasn’t true.

				To the Hallowe’en party came Dennis Lee, wearing his ordinary clothes. “Dennis! You didn’t dress up!” I exclaimed.

				“I came as a WASP,” he replied. Then he told me he’d just driven back from the nearby town of Port Hope, where he’d had to identify a badly mangled body. The body was that of Russell Marois, the young Anansi-published author who had lately been Shirley Gibson’s lover. Russell had taken everything out of his pockets except Shirley’s phone number and had laid himself down on the railway tracks, where he’d been crushed by a train. Shirley had got the police call. Was this a revenge move on the part of Russell because she hadn’t run away with him?

				In any case, Shirley had had another collapse and was lying down in a dark room. The earlier scheme in which Graeme would live in Port Hope with the kids while Shirley visited on weekends was obviously kaput. You can’t relocate to a town where the lethal squashing of a lover has taken place.

				When everyone had recovered enough from the Port Hope train event, Graeme and Shirley resumed their performance of Open but Stable and Delightful Marriage. Graeme loved to host dinner parties: the food was delicious and plentiful, the wine flowed, the talk was animated. Inevitably, Jim and I, as the talented young newcomer couple, were invited to these dinners. On the surface, all chez Gibson seemed idyllic. The two children lived in a state of ignorant bliss, unaware of the dark whirlpools swirling around them. They didn’t find it strange that their father was sleeping in a broom closet. No doubt some plausible explanation had been provided: Snoring? As Matthew, Son #1, said to me a few months ago, “It was a happy home. Until it wasn’t.”

				After the disappearance of the Mexican lover and the suicide of the young novelist, Shirley had a Plan B: she would seduce Jim. She began to ask him over to play duets on the piano with her. In this seduction plan she briefly succeeded, or so I’ve been told by a not entirely reliable source, though I heard this story only recently, a mere fifty-one years later.

				Jim and I had had a cautiously good time in England, France, and Italy, tiptoeing around the open question of our future, but back in Toronto things had started to come unglued again. Jim was lacking a life direction. Once he’d wanted to be a writer and had even had a short story published as an Atlantic magazine “First”—very impressive—but now he said he didn’t have the compulsion for writing. Here he was in a foreign country, without an academic position or a job. He was married to an undependable spouse who was focused on writing and who knows what else. Had I ruined his life? I wondered fitfully. I assume he felt trapped. He went off to a Freudian analyst, as one did.

				This analyst had been recommended by Charlie, who was having some therapy adventures of his own in an attempt to stop being gay. It was an era when such transformations were viewed as both possible and desirable. Later, Charlie used to imitate this analyst, who was Viennese: “Ze penis goes into ze vagina. Zis is normal.” The shrink also gave it as his opinion that Charlie’s relationship with his cat, Brenda, wasn’t healthy. (“Zis is not healty.”) Charlie should not stick Brenda’s back legs into rubber boots while exclaiming “Puss in boots,” nor should he frighten her by swiftly opening and closing umbrellas or aiming vacuum cleaner nozzles at her.

				The analyst had lost both his entire family and his sense of smell in the Holocaust. I myself went to him later to find out which marital direction I should take: Graeme, Jim, or solo? He didn’t much care; I suspect he found me boringly average. I asked him how, after what he’d been through, he could stand listening to all these middle-class people with their tiny problems. He replied, “It is all pain.” Meaning: A person’s pain is painful to them, and who are you to tell them they shouldn’t be feeling it? Good advice. To Jim, who had presumably been discussing his Shirley adventures, the analyst said, “Two cripples do not make one dancer.”

				The state of our marriage was unclear, not only to ourselves but to others. Graeme picked up on my limbo-like situation. His approach to me didn’t involve a sudden loss of control on a piano bench, as in perfume ads. He was cautious and slow, as of one circling a skittish rabbit, or possibly fox. He didn’t wish to startle either me or himself: his goal was a life together, not a fling—he didn’t go in for flings. True, since the breakup of his marriage he’d had a Significant Other—approved by Shirley—but only one.

				For our first dinner together, Graeme took me to the one Japanese restaurant then in Toronto. I had never been to such a place before. On the plate was a pastel-green rosette made by a cake-decorating tube. The only thing I’d ever seen of that colour and shape was a rosette of green-coloured cream cheese. I put the whole thing into my mouth, and, in a state of shock, swallowed it. It was hot wasabi—Japanese horseradish. A wave of fire shot through me. I must have turned bright red. I was speechless.

				Graeme was watching this procedure with much interest. Telling the story later, he claimed to have thought, What a woman! Lord knows what he really thought.

				The courtship proceeded like something in the 1950s, or even the nineteenth century: holding hands while walking in the falling snow, watching hockey games in bars, eating lobster sandwiches in a little restaurant beside the St. Clair Bridge, over which I was later to send Laura to her death at the beginning of The Blind Assassin. Graeme wrote me long, intricate, yearning, affectionate, introspective letters, usually late at night after he’d been drinking. He felt easy with me; he could see brighter vistas unfolding for himself—a new life, after what seemed to him a great many hesitations and failures and a feeling of stagnation, of being stuck in self-defeating patterns. Could I consider…Meanwhile, the literary grapevine assumed we were having a torrid affair.

				Shirley Gibson egged on our relationship, possibly on the supposition that I would entice Graeme to his doom like the claw-footed siren I was. I would crush his heart underfoot, thus living up to my jacket photo on the back of Power Politics. After I had eviscerated him, Graeme would be damaged beyond repair. He would remain in the broom closet and be available for household duties such as minding the kids when Shirley went on dates, serving up the standing rib roast, and taking out the garbage while Shirley availed herself of the fresh male creative talent coming through the doors of House of Anansi.

				

				—

				In early 1972, we Anansi-ites were mulling over the alarming news from The Accountant. Cash receipts were down, bills to be paid were up. How soon would the latter surpass the former? The other small literary press in Toronto, Coach House Books, got many government grants, prided itself on the beauty of its design, and had its own printing press. It published slim volumes of poetry, and felt no burning need to have these make a profit. Anansi, on the other hand, had chosen to be largely market-driven. It needed to think up some books that would sell enough to support the young poets and the first novels that were its initial raison d’être. Jack the Mac employed a similar stratagem: to support literary novels, there must be knitting books, or floral arrangement books, or lurid biographies. “There are books and there are koobs,” he used to say. “Koobs look like books, but they are not books.” Here he might indicate a thick volume of twaddle that he himself had published: “It makes a good door-stopper.”

				Anansi had managed earlier by publishing Manual for Draft-Age Immigrants to Canada and a book about a successful local citizen-led struggle against carving an expressway through Toronto, The Bad Trip. They’d sold well in Canadian terms, but those horses had left the barn. Anansi had also done two precursors to the Idiot’s Guides: one about legal matters, Law Law Law by Clayton Ruby and Paul Copeland, which showed you how to write your own will and conduct your own real-estate transactions; and one about venereal disease, titled starkly V.D. (It got as far as warts, since AIDS hadn’t yet appeared.) What sort of guide to what could be next? We racked our brains.

				“Well,” I said, “there’s no easily accessible guide to Canadian literature. There are some academic tomes, and several intriguing essays, and a literary book—Butterfly on Rock by Doug Jones. But nothing for an ordinary reader who has so far encountered only the humorist Stephen Leacock. I’m sure people are interested.” How did I know this? It was early boom times for Canadian writing: the success of Expo 67, the advent of new publishing houses, the write-ups about these in the larger newspapers, and radio and TV appearances by writers had ignited considerable enthusiasm.

				Also, I’d had first-hand experience. I’d recently been on a poetry-reading tour up the Ottawa Valley—Arnprior and Renfrew, old logging-fortune towns now in decline that I’d driven through as a child with my parents every April, then Deep River, near the new nuclear plant. Deep River was the home of my favourite second cousin, Charlie Ells, a Royal Canadian Air Force vet from the Second World War who was now a nuclear engineer. In my tatty fur coat, I’d travelled by Greyhound bus. I’d lugged my poetry books and my only novel with me in cardboard boxes and sold them in the high-school gymnasiums that were the venues for the readings. It was cash-and-carry: credit cards hadn’t yet appeared. I knew how to make change fast, a legacy from my Sportsmen’s Show and coffee-shop days. Then I would put the money in a manila envelope and cart it back to the publishers, who would duly pay me my royalty. We didn’t do badly.

				The audience sat on folding bridge chairs. “We’ll set up a couple of rows,” said the local volunteer contact folks.

				“You’ll need more than that,” I said. I knew my northern towns: everyone would be there, not because they were aware of me or liked my poetry, but because there was an event and they’d be curious. A living poet was something new; they’d never seen one before. I had a question session after each reading. In addition to the statement “I knew your father”—repeated several times because this route was his old insect-infestation stomping ground—came two of my most cherished questions. Nothing about eggs or water symbolism. Instead:

				
						
						“How much money do you make from your writing?” Answer: “Not much.”

					

						
						“Is your hair really like that, or do you get it done?” Answer: “If I got it done, would I do this?” The questioner later explained that if I had got it done, she would have asked where, so she could get hers done that way too.

					

				

				There were also a number of questions about Canadian writing. Surely there wasn’t any, except for Stephen Leacock? Or if there was, this writing must by definition be a pale, second-rate version of authentic writing, which came from elsewhere, such as London and New York. If you were published only in Canada, it was because you couldn’t make it in those other places.

				These sessions in the Ottawa Valley gymnasiums were instructive for me, though challenging. Also challenging was the freak blizzard in Deep River that shut down car traffic, though not buses. I put my cardboard boxes onto a sled and hauled them to the bus station. Cousin Charlie came with me to make sure I didn’t suffer that most quintessential of Canadian fates, freezing to death.

				The book I’d proposed to Anansi as part of their money-making series—Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, a sort of V.D. of CanLit—wouldn’t be literary criticism in the usual sense. It wouldn’t be about how good or bad these books or poems were. It would take its cue from several essays on the subject—by Earle Birney, by James Reaney, by Northrop Frye—and demonstrate simply that there was such a thing as a distinctive Canadian literature, different in kind from the literatures of both the United States and the United Kingdom.

				And why should it not be different? Both of those other places had been, or still were, large empires, whereas Canada was huge in size and small in population. It was not an island adjacent to Europe, it did not have any southern swamps or red-hot deserts. Its geopolitical location was different: south of the United States was Mexico, south of Canada was the United States, and north of Canada was Russia. Instead of deserts, Canada had an enormous rocky or permafrosted North. It was officially bilingual, unofficially multilingual. Its history was different from the histories of Britain and of the United States. A lot of those living in it were victims of circumstance who hadn’t wanted to go there and found the place disagreeable.

				The Indigenous peoples have been a larger percentage of the population than those in the United States, have controlled more land, and have played long and important parts in Canada’s unfolding history. The first section of Survival was titled “First Peoples,” First Nations not having hit the public lexicon yet. Problem was that although many people had written about “Indians,” those doing the writing had not been “Indian” themselves. (I somehow overlooked Pauline Johnson—why? because she was a British Empire fan?—but I made up for it later by writing an opera about her.) Dennis and I looked and looked—there must have been some modern Indigenous novelists and poets, but we couldn’t find them. The wave of new Indigenous writing—kicked off by such writers as Lee Maracle and Maria Campbell in the mid-1970s and by Jeannette Armstrong, Tomson Highway, and Thomas King in the 1980s, which is still going strong—hadn’t yet begun.

				Part of my approach to this book had come from Perry Miller and Alan Heimert and their courses in American studies at Harvard: Anne Bradstreet and Cotton Mather were worth a look, according to Miller, not because they were as good as Shakespeare but because they were there, and they revealed significant things about their culture. I had honed some of my anglophone Canadian material during the teaching of my second course at York, so I had it handy. My approach would be thematic: I’d pick a subject that appeared in all three literatures and compare the three different handlings of them. For instance, in the American Moby-Dick, the totemic animal embodied nature, and was to be killed. In the English The Wind in the Willows, animals acted as proxies for the class system, with a benevolent nature god thrown in; and the Canadian Ernest Thompson Seton’s Wild Animals I Have Known—which had traumatized me as a child—was written from the point of view of the animals, who had all died tragic deaths.

				Promising, thought Dennis Lee of Survival, but time was of the essence. How quickly could I churn this thing out? With teamwork, I said, I could probably do it in four months or so, for a fall 1972 publication, but I would need a lot of help. The Anansi-ites set to work with zeal. The book was to include lists of which books were still in print and which were not. Music lists were to be thrown in as a bonus.

				Others compiled the lists while I concentrated on the text. Dennis, fearless and deep-thinking, did the editing. My original text was a hundred-and-some-odd pages, but in Dennis’s hands it grew to almost three hundred, as he urged more subtlety and suggested more titles. Writing Survival was a collective effort and a marathon: the book was indeed ready in four months.

				Here is another view of the process:

				
					Margaret Atwood, conned into doing a teacher’s guide to Canadian literature as her civic duty and a bread-and-butter book for the company, was offered as her reward a lot of virtue and a year’s membership on the board of directors. She also got a best-seller. This astounded everyone, perhaps because the assemblage of Survival had so many comic opera twists, with the cast finally assembling in a gothic house near Casa Loma in the pits of summer, armed with typewriters and note cards scrawled in Atwood’s cuneiform handwriting. Shirley Gibson brought the gin, which helped a lot. Despite some fierce and agonized reviews, the book caught on. Quill & Quire announced it as one of the big ones of the year, though attributing it to New Press: well, who promised us a rose garden? At just this time, it seemed as if the nation at large was beginning to wake up to itself; Canadian studies programs began to be popular, with teachers caught unprepared and requiring material beyond [Stephen Leacock’s] Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town. We had that material: Canadian, literary, and teachable.

				

				That’s from a piece called “Anansi at Fifteen: A Spider’s Life,” by Jim Polk.

			

			
				Door A, Door B, or Door C?

				Throughout the spring I’d been seeing Graeme, on and off, in a high-school romance sort of way. Yes or no? Go or stay? This or that? I was very fond of Jim—smart, well read, musical, sardonic, and funny a lot of the time. I wanted the best for him, but I now doubted that the best was me. Someone else awaited him who would be more suitable, I felt; and there was. Oddly enough, this very same person turned out to be my editor of many years, Ellen Seligman. She was the love of his life.

				Back in 1971, however, there was something both of us felt we should do: a plunge into the past. “Long past?” asks Scrooge in A Christmas Carol. “No. Your past,” replies the First Spirit.

				So in the summer Jim and I set out on a trip to explore what we thought might be the epicentre of his negative reaction to our Edmonton dwelling: Roswell, New Mexico, where he and his mother were living when he was six and his father had returned from the war. The route was intensely scenic: Glacier National Park, the Going-to-the-Sun Road—built through the mountains as part of FDR’s job-creation works project during the Depression—the Carlsbad Caverns, home of many a stalactite and bat. It was there that I learned of a cunning U.S. wartime project: bats were to be captured, fitted with timers and small explosive devices, and released over German cities. They would then creep under the curved roof tiles and blow themselves up, thus setting fire to the houses. Due to the war’s end and the deployment of the atomic bomb, this plan was never instituted, but it did give rise to a small piece by me called “My Life as a Bat.” Needless to say, and true to the legacy of Ernest Thompson Seton, I was on the side of the bats.

				Once in Roswell, we found the very house where Jim and his mother were living when the threatening strange man, namely his father, had materialized. It was the dead spit of our residence in Edmonton, where such foreboding had manifested for Jim. All the physical features were there: the stucco exterior, the second-floor flat, the wooden external back staircase. But the year of his father’s return was a complete blank in Jim’s memory, so he hadn’t recognized the resemblance. Now—as they say—it all came back. This was so much like a black-and-white psychological thriller of the 1950s that it was scarcely credible.

				Before leaving for this trip, I’d planted the backyard of the Hilton house with summer bulbs—Montbretia, Crocosmia, Gladiolus murielae. By the time we got back, they had sprouted into an enchanted flower meadow. I have never been able to recreate it. While putting in the bulbs, I’d dug up a tiny, ancient porcelain doll’s arm. It was eerily symbolic of the journey we were about to take: back into the past, where part of a disremembered childhood would be unearthed.

				Disremembered. Dismembered. Freud would have had something to say about that. Meanwhile, I was still undecided. What to do? Door A: Stay in the marriage and try to make it work. Door B: Go off on my own, as I had done before. Door C: Succumb to Graeme’s blandishments.

				I was inclining toward Door C. It was a risk. Graeme was hardly offering worldly wealth. If he’d written an invitational love poem, it might have gone like this:

				
					Come live with me and be my love,

					We won’t have any money;

					We’ll scarcely have a roof above,

					But you will find me funny.

				

				Given the choice between money and funny, funny would always win with me. I had never doubted that, being a jill of many trades, I could make money for myself. Not a lot, but enough.

				There was another side to “funny,” of course. Waiting for Godot with its jokes and its hopelessness was not Graeme’s favourite play for nothing. Many of his youthful antics, since packaged into hilarious anecdotes, had masked desperation and an absence of direction that had frequently plagued him. Then there was the debacle of his marriage, a tortuous dead end from which he wanted to escape—a desire in conflict with his fatherly devotion to his two children. In later life he often quoted a line from Mavis Gallant: “After numerous false starts [he] was looking for an open road.” Was I that open road?

				I arrived back in Toronto from New Mexico with one foot poised to step over the threshold into another world: the risky but enticing future. Graeme was awaiting me.

				But Graeme wasn’t awaiting me. He was absent from Toronto. He had simply vanished.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 25

			Monopoly

			[image: ]

			Where had Graeme gone? Had he set off on a round-the-world adventure? Was he in hospital? In jail? All were possible. After an interlude of quiet panic, I found out from Shirley via that antiquated device, the landline telephone.

			Graeme was installed in a rented farmhouse near Beeton, some seventy kilometres north of the city, which he’d found on short notice when Shirley had asked him to leave. I’m not sure why she’d issued this order. It had nothing to do with me—Shirley was enabling our relationship, for her own purposes. Graeme, being a gent, didn’t readily give out details about his marriage despite my curious prying, but my guess is that he was cramping Shirley’s style. Julian Porter dated her a bit after his first marriage had ended and before he married the beauteous Anna Szigethy, and liked to describe how he was greeted at the door by a welcoming Graeme, who would serve him a drink and converse with him while Julian was waiting for Shirley to emerge. “I liked talking to him a lot more than going out with her,” he would say. “He was so unusual! Then I began to wonder—why is he so keen for someone to take her off his hands?”

			It must have been annoying for Shirley to have the ambiguous figure of Graeme hovering around on date night like some affable dad, opening the door, playing the host, then telling the dating couple to have a nice evening, while pouring himself a Scotch and lighting up his pipe in clear anticipation of the Shirley-less solitude he was about to enjoy. He implied to me that though Shirley had kicked him out, he had somehow manoeuvred her into doing it. How, exactly? I never knew.

			The two of them had worked out the details: the boys, now eleven and thirteen, would remain in the apartment on South Drive during the week, going to school as usual, but would spend the weekends with Graeme. Shirley would visit sometimes too, when she wasn’t otherwise occupied. She had already started telling other people how excellent this arrangement was—“Graeme and his harem,” with herself as the senior member and me as some sort of concubine, and how terrific this would be for the boys, which meant, I suppose, that I was a good little earner and would help support them all. Eventually these remarks were passed on to me. Not only do the walls have ears, they are very permeable.

			I soon visited the rented farm near Beeton. It was idyllic, at least in late summer. The main building was a standard nineteenth-century front-gabled brick farmhouse with a “best” parlour and a back parlour, an eat-in kitchen, and a fireplace. Upstairs were a small bedroom, a larger bedroom, another room that I used for a study, and a bathroom—an add-in, as was usual with modernized farmhouses. The property hadn’t been a working farm for a while, so the fields had grown up into wildflower meadows. Some genius had cut the centre supporting beam out of the empty barn and used it as a mantelpiece over the fireplace, so a barn collapse was in the near future.

			There was a pond, on which Graeme had installed a half-dozen domestic ducks. A mother owl discovered these and taught her owlet how to hunt them. Although Graeme made a floating raft with a roof over it for the ducks to cower beneath, they never learned to use it, and got eaten one by one—a process he watched with fascination. The owls were so wonderful! They were so graceful, silent, and ruthless! Since his road-to-Damascus birdwatching conversion, anything bird was enrapturing for him, and that included the sight of one bird eating another.

			In the early 2020s, I was asked by Virago Press—the original feminist press in England that started publishing me in the 1970s—to contribute to their fiftieth anniversary celebration. It was to be a collection called Furies, featuring mythological female monsters. I chose “Siren,” which can denote both a mermaid and the kind of woman-topped, bird-bottomed creature found in The Odyssey. Both kinds of sirens are musical, both are carnivorous, both are dangerous for sailors: thus, a fitting metaphor for female poets, some might say.

			These kinds of figures belong to a larger category termed liminal beings—presiders over thresholds, dual-natured partakers of two realms. Land to sea, land to air, earth to heaven (angels are liminal beings, and not all of them are good), boy to man (the centaurs, part man and part horse, were educators), girl to woman via marriages (especially in India, where double-gendered people bless weddings). Life to death: vampires are liminal beings. Nature to human nature: werewolves, bearwalkers, and girls who can turn into swans or geese cross that border.

			During the school year following Graeme’s move to the Beeton farm, when I was commuting back and forth to Toronto, I led the life of a liminal being: a mercreature, neither fish nor flesh; a shapechanger, transforming at the full moon; or, better, my favourite, from a Chinese folk tale: a woman who spent half her life as a wife and the other half as a snail in the water bucket outside the door. Fast-forward to my story collection Old Babes in the Wood (2023), in which one of the stories is about a snail whose soul jumps into a female body.

			Liminal beings pass between worlds and facilitate transitions. Luckily, my earlier bingeing on folklore came in handy now: I knew my duties, limitations, challenges, and powers, though I didn’t intend to go on being half a snail forever. I was leading a double life: part country mouse, part city mouse. I was commuting because another paying job had materialized out of thin air: a one-year position as writer-in-residence at the University of Toronto. I was given an office in Massey College, that earlier bastion of male privilege—my fiancé of 1963 had been a fellow, and I’d been smuggled into the college during that long-ago time, tiptoeing along the midnight halls after curfew and hoping that my female vibes would not alert the sex-and-gender police. Now I held office hours there just like a real academic. I sat at my desk, waiting for fledgling writers to turn up with their nascent manuscripts. But it was early days for writers-in-residence: I only got two or three hopefuls. Nobody in their right mind wanted to be a writer then, it seemed; certainly no one yet thought of writing as a “career.” Or not among University of Toronto students.

			The weekdays on which I didn’t have office hours I spent at the rented Beeton farm. Sometimes Graeme drove me in his falling-apart third-hand maroon-coloured Rambler with bench seats and no seatbelts, though sometimes I took the bus from Toronto and he picked me up at the bus stop. Where was that bus stop? I’ve forgotten, though I remember the greyness and the dispiriting ambience. I could visit only on the days on which the two boys weren’t there: Graeme didn’t want them traumatized by too much change, and he wished it to be clear to them that it wasn’t me who had caused the breakdown of their parents’ marriage.

			Though I could see the point of my semi-snail invisibility, I did begin to feel like an idiot sneaking in and out of the farm and making myself scarce on weekends. It would not be the last time I would feel like an idiot.

			Finally, my existence was revealed. But what was I, exactly? I wasn’t a substitute mother. I was not a full-time fixture. I drew on my camp counsellor experience, and styled myself as a kind of cabin supervisor, which involved cookie-baking and endless games of Monopoly, and other wholesome activities suited to the young. This is the situation revisited in the story “Monopoly” in my 2006 collection, Moral Disorder. I was still feeling skittish about setting up anything permanent with Graeme. I spent my Toronto time at the house in Toronto, which I’d kept so Jim could live in it while figuring out what to do—he eventually worked with Anansi, then with the Culture Department of the Ontario government—but I still hadn’t fully decided to throw my lot in with Graeme’s. However, he persisted. During the times I wasn’t there, he wrote me more pages of thoughtful, hopeful letters: he missed me, he longed for me, he was filled with strong positive feelings—surely we could have a fine life together, didn’t I agree?

			In addition, he plied me with gifts. Revision: he plied me with a gift. It was not a negligée or a bottle of perfume or even a bouquet of roses. It was a pair of sturdy Greb work boots, helpful for farm life and camping. How romantic! This extension of his fantasy life might not have gone down well with many other women, but he knew his target audience. My parents had not presented me with an Add-A-Pearl necklace to welcome my entrance into teenagehood. Instead, I’d been given a metal waterproof matchbox, so useful when your canoe dumps with you in it, and a high-end belt knife. Every girl needs a belt knife. So does every old lady. I have it still.

			
				World-Famous in Canada

				“World-famous in Canada” is a phrase from the novelist Mordecai Richler: he used it as a description of those who were well known in his country of origin but not elsewhere. He himself had been out in the world: he’d lived in London, he had British and American publishers. So had I, and so did I, come to think of it. But “Canadian” was still a problem in the larger world of letters. Either other people didn’t know where Canada was, or they didn’t care. “Canadian writer? Isn’t that an oxymoron?” quipped one English wit. “A few acres of snow,” as Voltaire had it. Surely Canada was a provincial backwater.

				Yes, it was a provincial backwater, but the movement of a wheel is fastest at the edges: the centre remains static. English aristocrats didn’t—by and large—write books. They didn’t have to. It was hacks like Samuel Johnson and Daniel Defoe and Jane Austen and Mary Shelley and the Brontës who scribbled and scribbled, lacking landed estates to administer. It is the impoverished Jane Eyre who is the narrator of her own story, not rich, upper-class Mr. Rochester. “Inky fingers,” sneers the hustler Jasper Milvain about a poor female wordsmith in George Gissing’s novel New Grub Street: inky fingers were not something an elegant lady should have. So, I was from a provincial backwater and I had inky fingers. Deal with it, I admonished myself.

				Back to the plotline. “Have you got any good quotes we can put on the book jacket?” asked my U.S. editor, the genial though insular New Yorker Dan Green, who was about to publish Surfacing.

				“Well, I have a bunch from Canadian reviews,” I replied.

				“Oh no! Not them! Canada is death down here!”

				Death or not, Survival and the novel Surfacing—written before Survival, back in England, France, and Italy—came out at the same time. They were interpreted by some as commentaries on each other. Survival had a black cover with a red square in the centre, symbolizing the “fortress mentality” of colonists, walling themselves in to defend against alien and potentially dangerous surroundings. Surfacing had a watery blue cover, with an author photo taken by Amleto Lorenzini, a friend of the Italian consul in Toronto, Francesca Valente. In it, I’m wearing the same tatty second-hand fur coat as in The Edible Woman photo, but instead of smiling impishly I am staring ahead, hair Pre-Raphaelite, expression otherworldly.
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				The two books caused a stir, in Canada at any rate. An important Toronto bookstore in those pre-chain days was the Albert Britnell Book Shop. It was known as “One-Book Britnell’s” because it never ordered more than one book at a time. Anansi phoned me, very excited: “One-Book Britnell’s have ordered five Survivals!” they gasped. It was an omen: over the coming years, Survival went on to sell a jaw-dropping hundred thousand copies. I didn’t get rich, however: since I’d written the book as a funder for Anansi, the royalty rate was low. But it paid the bills at Anansi for years to come.

				“People like to watch a rocket go up,” said Phoebe-the-Agent, in view of my new-found visibility, “but they also like to watch it come down.” This was to steel me against possible future deflations of my ego. “Now you’re a target,” Farley Mowat, the diminutive, bearded, top Jack the Mac writer, said, “and people will shoot at you.” How right he was. “If you have a big success as a young writer, within a year and a half you will receive three nasty vicious personal attacks from people you don’t even know,” I used to tell aspiring, inky-fingered authors.

				Of the two books, Survival provoked more ire, especially among academics who’d been cultivating their own tiny Canadian Literature pumpkin patches, but also among lefties who felt I hadn’t included enough about the working class. (Pointless to note that few of the working class had the time or inclination to write books.) Righties, on the other hand, didn’t give me much thought except to remark that they couldn’t see why I’d wasted 250-odd pages on something that didn’t exist.

				The most noteworthy lefty attack appeared in Canadian Forum, the journal that had validated me back in 1960 by publishing the first of my poems to appear in a non-student publication. By 1972, the Forum was being edited in part by Mike Cross, with whom I’d worked on the Bob Revue back in Victoria College days. The article was anonymous (I know who you are, or were, male person), and took the form of a fable in which a little girl (me) takes control of a lake (Canada) by killing men. Then she turns into an octopus and climbs to pre-eminence via the piled-up heads of the dead men. “My lake,” she says. Why octopus? I wonder. Could it have been a curly-hair snipe? I asked Mike why he’d published such a scathing and frankly misogynist piece about me. (Note: Misogyny has never been confined to right-wingers.) His answer was the usual journalistic one: to attract more readers. Anyway, it was humour. Wasn’t it?

				Was Canada really full of scared men worried that I would go full Salomé and decapitate them? Were they that insecure?

				Graeme’s second novel, Communion, had also recently appeared. It was shorter than Five Legs, and more experimental. The protagonist is Felix, one of the narrators of Five Legs, and he’s in even more trouble. It doesn’t end well for him. I felt the book was very good.

				Nevertheless, the leading review magazine of those days, Books in Canada, did a nasty hit job on it. In case you thought only female authors were the victims of nasty hit jobs: male writers savaged one another on a regular basis. The assassin was a fellow who’d given himself the pseudonym of Isaac Bickerstaff, a nom de plume of satirist Jonathan Swift. He also drew caricatures, including a good one of Graeme, which I eventually purchased.

				
					
						[image: A caricature of Graeme]
					

				

				“Bickerstaff” later edited a University of Toronto magazine, and asked me for a contribution. I said I would draw him an autobiographical cartoon about my days at UofT if he would tell me why he had ripped Communion apart. Honestly enough, he replied that he’d thought the reviews of Five Legs had been too good. Envy had been at work, often a factor in these hit-job affairs.

				Graeme, however, was quite wounded. And the hit job didn’t increase sales.

				

				—

				The days shortened. The frost set in. I shuttled back and forth between the farm and my house in the city, switching from snail to woman while pretending not to exist. To soothe my anxiety, I was knitting a large afghan of red, purple, and blue squares. However, my cat, Patience, brought up from the city, was not used to wild meadows. She came in covered with burrs and rolled on my new afghan. I spent weeks picking the burrs out of it. Was this a metaphor? Life with Graeme = lovely knitting + snarls?

				The snow fell, the wind whistled. A shovel, a bag of sand, and an emergency candle were added to the jumper cables and wrenches in the trunk of the maroon car. I never travelled without chocolate bars, as instant calories might be needed in case we got storm-stuck. There were many tales of travellers whose cars had gone off the road into snowdrifts, who’d kept their windows closed and their engines running to stay warm, and who’d been carbon-monoxided to death. We added two pairs of skis and a survival blanket to the kit. Over the years, the skis did come in handy.

				Meanwhile, Graeme and I continued our work with Anansi. I was running the poetry list, and had also undertaken the task of editing Eleven Canadian Novelists, the print collection of interviews that Graeme had conducted for Robert Weaver’s CBC Radio program Anthology. It was the first book of interviews with Canadian writers. One of the author photos Graeme took was possibly the best-ever photographic rendition of Margaret Laurence’s inner darkness. In my own photo, my eyes are turned demurely downwards. Graeme took it covertly at a moment when I was knitting a blue-grey cable pattern sweater for him. He could never get sweaters with arms that were long enough, so I added several inches to the sleeves. At first the sweater fit him perfectly, but over time it stretched, and stretched, and stretched. He gamely kept wearing it, even though he had to roll up the sleeves so much that it looked as if he were wearing thick handcuffs of wool.

				Editing Eleven Canadian Novelists had its pitfalls. The interviews existed on reel-to-reel tapes that had been given to a typist to transcribe. We didn’t know that she was hard of hearing. House of Anansi appeared on the page as House of Nazis, and there were similar distortions throughout. My editing consisted of trying to guess what it was that the writers had actually said. The end result is like an amateur archaeologist’s reconstruction of a prehistoric site: this is what it might have been like, approximately.

				

				—

				We had a steady stream of visitors to the farm. Scott Symons was one of them. He was part of a Fine Old Ontario Family (FOOF), though a black sheep within it. He was also a friend of Graeme’s from his Rosedale days, and had written a book on Canadian furniture that Graeme admired. (English-Canadian furniture was inhibited and puritanical, French-Canadian furniture was lush and baroque and sensuous. A kick in the pants for the FOOFs.) Scott was a Jack the Mac writer and he’d done a laudatory review of Five Legs.

				Scott was very smart, said Graeme. Very perceptive. I was given great expectations, and did my best to prepare the farmhouse to receive him. But Graeme had failed to add that Scott disliked women, and when he arrived it was clear that he especially disliked me, since I had got my mitts on Graeme. At first he cross-examined me about my background; then he told me I was “bush-garden Victorian,” his own term for English immigrants like the Moodies—“The Bush Garden” was the title of one of my Moodie poems. He evidently knew little about either me or the Victorians. He tried to pry into my soul in order to divine and exploit my weaknesses, but I’d encountered that trick before and kept my soul locked in a box. He then spread it around Toronto that I was ruining Graeme’s life and was a terrible person. In this he colluded with Shirley Gibson. There wasn’t much I could do to defend myself—the two of them were on the scene and I was not—so they were quite effective.

				Here I must say that it’s possible for someone to be heroic in some respects and a really awful human being in others. Scott was of that mixed nature. He was openly gay, which was a brave thing to be at that time. In fact, he was religiously and Christianly gay: his pictorial symbol for himself was a flaming phallus nailed to a cross. He believed that all men were secretly gay, except for Graeme, whom he’d nicknamed “The Moose of Rosedale.” On the other hand, he could be deliberately cruel and predatory, and was in open rebellion against received sexual mores. Anyone male of whatever age was fair game, and he longed to shock his own social class.

				“Madam,” Scott said to the woman sitting beside him at a posh Rosedale dinner party, “do you know what I do? I suck cocks.”

				“That is of less interest to me than whether you do it well,” she replied.

				“Scottie darling is such a naughty boy,” his mother would remark.

				“What do I have to do to get them to disapprove of me?” Scott would wail to Graeme.

				Their friendship finally ended when Scott wrote a woman-hating piece about both me and the author Marian Engel. However, Graeme—being Graeme—later felt guilty because he hadn’t gone to visit when Scott had dementia and was in a care home. Scott wouldn’t have known who Graeme was. But still.

				

				—

				Another visitor to the farm was Larry Gaynor. He’d come to us through Dennis Lee: Larry had written a novel that was promising, but rambling. Dennis himself was getting burned out by this time—too many late-night phone calls from authors, too many murders (the young and brilliant Harold Sonny Ladoo of No Pain Like This Body) and suicides (Russell Marois) and fights—Dennis versus Dave Godfrey, and now Dennis versus Shirley Gibson, who was trying to oust him from Anansi. So maybe, thought Dennis, Graeme could see what might be done with Larry’s book?

				Graeme could at least keep up with Larry in the alcohol department. The two of them would stay up late, drinking and talking and smoking and laughing. They had a lot in common. I, being a working girl, would prissily go to bed.

				Larry was already legendary. He had an Orson Welles voice, a long beard, and a bikerish fashion sense, with leather featured. He was six-foot-eight, so naturally he was challenged in bars by shorter men. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall,” they would say to him, puffing out their chests, craning their necks. “Sure, pal,” he would boom down at them. “But the smaller they are, the more often they fall.” His performance of machismo was partly an over-the-top parody, though only partly: if attacked, he’d hit back. He had the fastest mouth in the West and few inhibitions, though he usually offset the cutting edge with an overall kindliness, being an empathetic fuzzball at heart. He also had a highly functional bullshit detector: as an occasional con artist, he’d been a professional-grade producer of bullshit himself.

				He was born in Saint Andrews, New Brunswick, to parents past their optimum reproductive years. His story was that his mother went to the doctor, believing she was starting menopause.

				“I have wonderful news for you, Mrs. X,” the doctor said.

				“That’s Miss X.”

				“I have terrible news for you, Miss X.”

				According to Larry, his mother was spherical in shape—“Standing up or lying down: you couldn’t tell”—so it was no wonder she hadn’t suspected she was pregnant. “The old bugger,” he said (meaning his father), “knocked her up, so they had to get married.” The aging newlyweds must have been astonished when they found they’d brought forth a precocious giant.

				Like a lot of tall kids, Larry was expected to act older than he really was. As a result, he got into trouble early; he learned early, too, how to slide out of it. Graeme used to say you could set Larry down in any city of the world with nothing but a handful of change, and by nightfall he’d have a square meal, plenty to drink, and a place to sleep. Resourcefulness, a quick wit, street wisdom, and low animal cunning: that was his toolkit.

				In adolescence—like Graeme—he’d tried the Royal Military College Saint-Jean. The realization that Larry was not officer material occurred during a dress parade. The boys were supposed to sew lead weights inside their pant legs to make them hang evenly, but Larry didn’t see the point. Instead, he used a couple of rolled-up hand towels. All went well until the marching started and one of the towels fell out.

				“What is that?”

				“It’s a towel, sir.”

				“Pick it up. I’ll speak to you later.”

				Since that time, Larry had been many things, including a carny, a bouncer, and a fire-eater, though he gave up the fire-eating after he set the paper decorations at a children’s birthday party ablaze. He also claimed to have been a paid assassin (in Cuba) and a leg-breaker for gang debt-collectors (“You put the leg across a curb and jump on it”). Since he was a scammer, you never knew how much of this to believe. He’d lived here and there and done this and that, some of it criminal.

				His novel was a sprawling, over-the-top rigamarole. In the scene I remember most vividly, a large adolescent accidently cuts off the testicle of another boy with his skate blade during a hockey game. The book couldn’t be corralled, despite our best efforts, but Larry became a regular. Liquor and cigarette smoke went into him, and out came stories. For instance:

				Larry had decided to exit the planet. He’d enlisted Walter—a pot-addled typesetter from House of Anansi—to assist him. He, Larry, would stick his head in the oven. Walter would sit on the other side of a curtain so the sight of dying Larry would not distress him, and write down Larry’s will as it was dictated from inside the stove.

				This scenario commenced. “I, Larry Gaynor, do hereby bequeath…this oven is filthy, doesn’t anyone ever clean it?” After a while, it occurred to Walter that he should probably do something, so he phoned the Suicide Prevention Hot Line.

				“My friend has his head in the oven,” he told them.

				“Is he still talking?”

				“Yes.”

				“Well, wait until he stops talking and turn off the gas.”

				Larry was frequently short of cash. He supplemented his income by writing romantic nurse novels under a female pseudonym. During one of his lean periods, I got a call from my sister-in-law, Lenore. She and my brother were going on a trip, and the minder hired to look after their three boys was sick, and they were leaving in two days. It was an emergency! Did I know anyone?

				“How about a six-foot-eight ex-biker, con artist, and fire-eater who writes nurse novels?” I suggested.

				“Does he speak English?”

				Ill-advisedly, my sister-in-law gave Larry the number of her poultry provider, Jack the Chicken Man, and told Larry to buy whatever he needed. When she returned, she found that Larry had been ordering two turkeys at a time: one for the kids, and another for himself. “The bill was a couple of yards long,” she said. “But at least I didn’t have to worry about burglars.”

				The boys were twelve, ten, and eight. Larry was highly popular with them.

				By way of entertainment, Larry let them read his nurse novel in progress, Trouble in Paradise. He also taught them how to swallow forks, sew buttons onto themselves, and butt out cigarettes on their tongues. The parents had a few surprises waiting for them upon their return.

				“You’re sitting at the dinner table and your kids start eating the silverware,” said my sister-in-law. “It’s a little unusual.”

				

				—

				During reading week in February, Graeme and I set off to the island of Bequia. We’d been invited by Pat Parker, who’d been in high school and college with me before going off to London, meeting James “Son” Mitchell, and marrying him. (Son was later to become the long-time prime minister of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and later still Sir James.) Marie Kingston—the mime artist from the Bohemian Embassy—had set off around the world, dropped in to visit Pat on Bequia, and stayed. Pat, Marie, and Son were running the Frangipani, a little hotel and restaurant beside the harbour. They had only recently got electricity, so it was pretty basic, but would I like to visit?

				Bequia was reached via Saint Vincent, which in turn was reached via Barbados. The airline was Leeward Islands Air Transport (LIAT), which the locals referred to as Luggage In Another Terminal. As the small LIAT plane swooped down for a very steep landing at the foot of a high volcanic mountain, I wondered whether this trip had been a fatal decision. From Saint Vincent we went to Bequia by sea, on a ferry called a roll-on roll-off: you went in at one end and came out the other. The Frangipani Hotel was charming. The ocean was tropical. The papayas were naturally ripened. And there were new birds to watch, such as the Carib grackles stealing our breakfasts and the magnificent frigatebirds stealing other birds’ breakfasts.

				We visited again the next summer. I’d told my parents that Jim and I were separating and there was this person called Graeme in my life. They were, I suspect, shocked and appalled, though as usual they didn’t express their negative feelings. However, these were made known to me by my sister, sent to tell me that they didn’t want the adulterous presence of Graeme at the family log cabin that summer.

				Very well then. Graeme had the boys for most of the summer. We took them to Bequia, where a good time was had by all. Shirley, however, was incensed. Graeme wasn’t supposed to be having a good time, especially not one that Shirley assumed had cost more money than it did—money that ought to have been spent on her. Although she and Scott Symons had already begun their campaign against me, from that moment I ceased to play Junior Concubine and Tillie the Toiler in her inner melodrama and became a fanged monster; but a fanged monster who ought to give her money.

			

			
				Dangerous Brigands

				In the penultimate stage of Graeme’s quest to get me to move in with him permanently, there was a Holy Grail. It was—reverent pause—the Canoe Trip. We both must have felt the same about this: there would have to be canoe trips in our lives, but not everyone loves these. They can be dispiriting, what with high winds, rain, biting insects, and the lugging of packsacks over portages. If we could survive a ten-day trip together, the relationship was a Go. If not…but how could it be a Not?

				We (translation: I) bought a nineteen-foot orange cedar-strip canoe. We supplied ourselves with a tent, sleeping bags, basic food, and a bottle of rum. In late summer we drove up Highway 400 and parked the car in a lay-by. We didn’t worry about it being stolen because who would steal such a wreck? Then we skidded the canoe down an obscure slipway to a small river and made our way past banks overgrown with jewelweed and blackberry bushes to Georgian Bay.

				I habitually paddled left, so it was good that Graeme was a right-hand paddler. The sun shone; the wind didn’t blow too much. We looked for a first-night camping spot and sighted a likely rocky point, but there was a half-grown bear cub on it, so we continued on.

				Accounts of other people’s camping trips are as boring as slideshows of their trips to Paris, so I will pass by my less successful foraging exploits—skip the boiled acorns, don’t bother with the tiny, mud-flavoured crayfish—and even the one-hour stiff paddle against a headwind that brought us a hundred feet to the desired portage. I will skip, too, the moment we ran out of rum—Graeme didn’t seem to mind, so maybe he wasn’t an alcoholic, as I’d half feared. Graeme got more stubbly around his moustache; my hair grew more unwashed. We began to reek of campfire smoke. Eight days in, we found a lot of puffballs. These fungi are very tasty when fried in butter or bacon fat, but you have to cut each one in two to make sure they aren’t the deadly Amanita phalloides, which resemble puffballs when young. Unfortunately, we’d run out of both bacon fat and butter. We spotted a lone cottage that looked promising. In front of it was a neat lawn edged with whitewashed stones. The occupants were home: their flag was flying. It was an American flag.

				Dirty, sooty, and ragged around the edges, with our red, piratical bandanas around our necks and our belt knives on display, we knocked on the front door. An elderly couple answered. They were alarmed: Were we desperados, or possibly psychopaths?

				“Would you happen to have a little spare bacon fat or some butter, please?” we said. “Puffballs,” we added.

				They were so relieved that we weren’t going to rob and murder them that they gave us half a flitch of bacon and a whole pound of butter. They smiled nervously as they closed the door.

				The canoe trip was a success.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 26

			Lady Oracle
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			We couldn’t stay any longer at the rented farm. The owner wanted to sell it, but the price was too high and the barn was about to fall down due to its missing beam. We drove around on the gravelled back roads farther north where property would be cheaper and riffled through the pages of local newspapers.

			At last we found something that might do. It was about twenty miles from Alliston, the market town for the surrounding area. Alliston had a Potato Festival, as the farms on the flat ground around it mostly grew potatoes. In 1972, it was still an old-timey Ontario enclave.

			The house we were considering was on higher ground—therefore, colder and windier in the winters, and in danger of a late-spring frost. It dated from 1835—white clapboard, in the square Georgian style that had preceded the later tall brick Victorians, with a central staircase of uncarpeted painted wood. A front parlour—it would become Graeme’s study; a back parlour, for guests and overspill projects; a large eat-in kitchen, and a small pantry with a sink and an electric stove. Upstairs there was a bedroom for the kids and a main bedroom, with a narrow little room off it that could be reached only through the main one. It must have been a nursery: it still had a wallpaper frieze in pastel colours. A closet in the hall outside the bedroom. Across the hall, an enormous bathroom that must once have been a bedroom. An ancient, iron-tinged bathtub.

			A cellar, reached from the kitchen by a rickety set of stairs, had a low supporting beam a third of the way down on which Graeme bumped his head so often he developed a permanent scar. The cellar had an earth floor and walls made of cobblestones, through which the spring runoff flowed in the April of every year. This space would originally have been called a root cellar: vegetables would have been stored there over winter, and butter, and jam and jelly, and preserves in crocks and jars. At the back of the house was a cement-floored summer kitchen now used as a mud room and storeroom.

			There was a gnarled orchard at the front of the house—apples and pears—and wild plums along the distant fenceline. There was a solid barn, with huge rafters and a tin roof. There were some uncultivated fields—a hundred acres in all.

			The owner would give us a mortgage, he said. He seemed eager to get the place off his hands. I hated owing money in any form: I’d read too many Victorian novels in which people had come to ruin through borrowing and had been put into debtors’ prison. As Mr. Micawber says in David Copperfield, “Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen nineteen and six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds ought and six, result misery.” I was always feeling that I teetered on the edge of bankruptcy, whereas Graeme didn’t seem to give money much thought, because something would always turn up. However, once I’d sold the Hilton Avenue house in Toronto, I’d be able to pay the mortgage off quickly.

			The farmhouse hadn’t been lived in for two years. A tabby cat had been the only resident. She must have been a good hunter, as she was solid and muscular. She was fast enough to catch squirrels, and would leave the gizzards on the doorstep as gifts for us. Not a treat if you’re in bare feet—squirrel gizzards are slippery—but it was a kind thought. At first I wondered how she would get along with Patience, the naive burr-gatherer from the city, but they worked it out. They were later joined by Sparrow, who was installed by the boys, kittened under the house, and went feral. Graeme named the resident tough cat Ruby. She used to go for walks with us like a dog, hoping we might flush some small game for her.

			We closed the house deal with the owner. We could move in at any time, he said. Probably we would want to do that before winter: the driveway might get snowed in. (It did. We ended up putting in another driveway. That one got snowed in too.)

			For furniture we went to farm sales. We picked up a harvest table and a set of plain wooden chairs. We also got an old-fashioned baking unit with a counter for mixing and rolling, and two built-in flour sifters. I used it to make a lot of bread and pies over the years. We had a rudimentary dishwasher that had to be wheeled over to the sink and attached to the faucets. Our desks were each two filing cabinets with boards laid across them. Our bed was initially a mattress on the floor. At the farm sales we scored several handmade quilts, as well as some stoneware crocks for storing cookies and making wild plums in brandy and other alcohol-soaked delicacies.

			Graeme thought it would be a decorative touch to install, on the upstairs landing, three dolls he’d salvaged from a dump. They were old, with cracks, chips, and missing eyes. We found out years later that the boys had been terrified of them, especially after watching a film about a doll that comes to murderous life and chases a girl around, clattering its teeth. One night when we weren’t home, they attacked the dolls with a broom. The boys were also afraid of the large drive shed in which we kept the tractor: Surely a monster lived inside it? When sent to collect eggs from the henhouse, they would have to pass the open doorway of this shed. Then they would make a run for the lighted house, not feeling safe until they were inside.

			Before we moved in, we had to get the sagging floor jacked up. Then we laid linoleum down in the ratty kitchen. At one of the farm sales we found a wood stove with four burners and an oven, and set it up in the large kitchen. The pipe ran through a ceiling hole into a half-chimney on the second floor, standard practice in the 1830s. This way the house could make maximum use of heat: much needed, since there was no insulation in the exterior walls. After a winter of shivering, we got insulation blown in between the outer and the inner walls.

			The house was dark as well as cold. To lighten it up we hired two locals to paint the walls white. “Your house is haunted, eh?” they told us: everyone knew it. One of them said that someone had come into the room behind him, but when he turned around nobody was there.

			We dismissed this talk as idle gossip. Then, one night when I was away, the ghost turned up. Graeme was almost asleep in our bedroom when he heard footsteps coming up the central wooden staircase. He or she was wearing hard-soled boots or shoes—more like a woman’s than a man’s, he felt. He hadn’t heard a car drive up. He felt the proverbial chill. By now, whoever it was must have been standing right outside the bedroom door, which was ajar. Should he get up and turn on the light and open the door? There would be something or someone, or else there would be nobody and nothing. Whatever it is, he thought, it has nothing to do with me. He went to sleep.

			When I got back the next day, he told me about it. We consulted Frances Hand up the road, who could smell blood on the stairs before someone died, and who never had thirteen to dinner. The Hand family had been on their farm since the mid-nineteenth century: Frances too knew our house was haunted. She told us to set food out for the ghost; then it would leave us alone. We tried to find out who the haunter might be, but there were no records of traumatic events that we could find. The owner denied all knowledge of the ghost, but then he would.

			Over the years, several other people experienced this ghost. Some heard it walking up the stairs. For others, it came into the bedroom and went right through to the one-time nursery that had become my writing room. One person saw it: a woman in a long blue dress, with a sad look. “How may I help you?” our friend asked the ghost. The woman simply looked at her and walked by.

			After many years, we were contacted by the people who then owned the house. They too had experienced the ghost: yes, it was a sad-looking woman in a long blue dress. Graeme was delighted by this ghost, as he was by anything that couldn’t be explained.

			

			—

			In the barn was a large pile of well-rotted cow manure—a garden waiting to be. In an open space behind the house, Graeme and the boys put in a perimeter fence, dug a trench several feet deep, and chicken-wired it to keep out rabbits and woodchucks.

			I planted the following:

			Onions, radishes, spinach, Swiss chard, beets, lettuce, cabbages, Brussels sprouts, parsnips, carrots, squash, zucchini and other summer squash, cucumbers, corn, asparagus, strawberries, currants (red and white), gooseberries (not a big favourite and soon abandoned), rhubarb, asparagus, tomatoes, peppers, peas, snow peas, sweet peas, nasturtiums, French beans, broad beans, and runner beans and scarlet runners, which were grown up a tripod of poles. The local farmers had never seen this method, and came by on one pretense after another—“Have you seen my yellow dog?”—to figure out the poles; their purpose became obvious once the runners had climbed. We mulched the rows of vegetables with straw, of which we also had a supply. Drawbacks of this method: slugs and bindweed.

			The garden led inevitably to a freezer, and also to canning and drying. We had a rudimentary electric dryer, and made fruit leather in it. We kept the cabbages and potatoes in the cellar, along with the carrots (stored in a box of sand) that grew more and more carrot whiskers as the winter wore on. Parsnips were stored in a hole dug outside and lined with straw, thanks to the useful First-Time Farmer’s Guide, which, however, misrepresented how easy all of this was going to be.

			We foraged too. In spring we gathered fiddleheads down by the Boyne River. In the weedy fields and ditches we found dandelions (spring greens), burdocks (roots), and purslane (steamed, with butter). We picked the red seeds from sumac trees (sumac lemonade) and the fruit from our old pear and apple trees, and the wild plums. We cut out the wormy parts of the apples and made pies and applesauce and jelly. Every fall, some of the apples and pears fell off the trees and fermented, and when they were at their boozy prime a herd of pigs from the next farm up the hill would dig themselves under their fence, make their way to our yard, and go on a bender. In the mornings they would stagger home. Cows also turned up and got drunk, but they were harder to chase out.

			We made beer, which if it wasn’t used soon enough would explode. We could hear the bottles detonating in the cellar like gunshots. We made wines, rated from zero to ten. Hawthorne blossom: ten. White and slightly effervescent. Peach: also a ten, and easier to make. Dandelion: nine and a half, but fiddly, as only the yellow parts of the flower could be used. Elderflower: also nine and a half. Beet wine: not wine, exactly. More like some kind of medicine. Rhubarb: zero. Really terrible. Some have made this with good results, but we were not among them.

			We tried apple cider, crushing the apples from the trees out front: successful. One of our mishaps was ginger beer—we left it too long, and when we opened the bottle the entire contents shot up to the ceiling and cascaded down like rain. Our biggest fermenting mistake was sauerkraut. We made it in the cellar, but should have used the drive shed: it smelled—strongly—like decaying running shoes.

			The Hands up the road ran a dairy farm, with a Jersey herd. The boys, even though underage, were allowed by Graeme to drive the car up there and bring back pails of fresh milk. The thick cream would rise to the top, and would be made into ice cream, whipped cream, and various desserts. We were not worried, then, about heart-healthy diets.

			Graeme was an assiduous, energetic, and experimental cook, but also a very untidy one: after one of his cooking escapades, the kitchen would look like a bomb site. Over the years, he worked his way through many national cuisines—Mexican, Indian, French, Japanese. Right then he was involved with Madame Benoît’s The Canadiana Cookbook, suitable for our situation and decor. Pork roasts, amazing soups and stews, baked beans with apples and maple syrup—he’d try them all. His one noteworthy cooking failure was tripe. This smelled so awful that we had to leave the house. It ended up in the back field, where some form of animal life must have enjoyed it.

			A favourite food moment: I had attracted a would-be biographer, a hapless man from somewhere in the United States who came up to the farm one day when we were making pâté out of raw liver. As recommended, we were squishing it up with our hands. We were also watching a hockey game on our black-and-white television. “He shoots, he scores!” declaimed the announcer. “Hooray!” we shouted, flinging our hands into the air. Liver all over the ceiling. The biography never did get written.

			
				Graeme’s Ark

				Dogs piled up. One of them was a beautiful bluetick coonhound that had wandered in, having been abandoned in the countryside by his unprincipled owners. We named him Max. He was very friendly but untrainable, a sign of his having been maltreated. If you told him no, he would simply roll over and wet himself. For a while we housed a dog named Toric that we were dog-sitting for Marylee Stephenson, a birdwatching friend. Most importantly, there was an Irish wolfhound we’d been talked into buying by Graeme’s friend John Rich, the forensic shrink from Graeme’s NDP-campaigning days in Toronto. John and his wife were breeding wolfhounds, but not everyone wanted such large dogs. They would, however, be perfect for us. He landed us with two—Finn and Bronwyn—but the vet killed Bronwyn by accident.

				Finn had a lovely disposition, but he was very big: standing on his hind legs, he was taller than Graeme. The cats used to eat out of his dish with him, and in cold weather they would line themselves up on his back for warmth. He was so fast he could catch woodchucks. Uninvited visitors could never reach our door unnoticed because Finn would go over to their car and look down into it. If they’d got out, he would not have bitten the visitors: he would simply have knocked them down and stood on them.

				

				—

				Our theory was that at the farm we would be free from the distractions of city life and have more time to write. No one mentioned the distractions of country life.

				Early on, Graeme struck up acquaintances with local informants, having discovered the coffee joint where the neighbourhood’s farmers hung out. “What kind of animals should we have?” he asked one old-timer.

				“None,” was the reply. Then, after a pause, “If you’re gonna have livestock, you’re gonna have deadstock.”

				This did not deter Graeme. He felt that, as a matter of principle, we should not let agricultural land go to waste. Our farm should be a working farm; this despite the fact that, although we were both canoe-trippers and I was an experienced gardener, neither of us knew anything at all about farming.

				With the help of teenage Bruce Hand from the dairy farm up the road, Graeme bought some antiquated machinery at farm sales—a tractor, a hay baler, a harrow, a hay rake—and proceeded to grow alfalfa. “Farming is driving around and around until something breaks, then driving around and around looking for the part to fix it, then fixing it, then driving around and around until something else breaks,” he was known to say.

				But why not raise chickens while we were at it? In hindsight, many were the reasons why not, but we did it anyway. Graeme built an asymmetrical henhouse, which he populated with a dozen hens and a rooster. (Hens were happier with a rooster, we were informed, though only one. Otherwise, turf wars.) After an unfortunate murderous raid—raccoons? a fox?—an enclosure was erected around the henhouse and a curfew established. The hens were shooed inside their house at night and let out in the mornings. This seemed to suit them well enough. They laid eggs—giant eggs in the spring, with double or triple yolks; ordinary-sized ones until it got hot; then fewer and smaller eggs until it got cooler. One hen was discovered in a temporarily out-of-use tractor, trying to hatch several dozen eggs that lazier hens had deposited beneath her. With our surfeit of eggs, we fuelled the teenage kids and their visiting friends. We turned the eggs into pound cakes and ice cream, we gave them away, and sometimes we even sold them to indulgent friends in the city.

				One year we tried to produce our own chicks using an incubator, but this wasn’t the slam dunk promised in the instructions. The eggs had to be kept at an exact temperature, the moisture level also had to be exact, and the eggs needed to be turned at strict intervals. We knew we’d been too lax when the eggs began to hatch. What came out were Frankenchicks, with huge heads or enormous bellies or other malformations too saddening to describe. After that, we got our chicks in batches from people who knew what they were doing.

				The hens were fascinating to watch, and appreciated having a cut-up hot dog thrown in among them. Chase scenes resulted—chickens are omnivores, and meat scraps are highly prized. There was a pecking order: the top hen got the most hot-dog pieces, the bottom hen was luckless. The hens were not kind to one another. We should have paid more attention to that.

				One particularly cold winter, Graeme discovered a chicken that had frozen toes on one of its feet. We brought it inside and kept it in a cardboard box so it could recuperate. Its toes blackened and fell off, leaving a stump. Graeme made it a little peg leg, on which it got around quite well. It lived in the back parlour room that usually held our television, and liked to watch hockey games with us. Whenever there was a goal, it leapt up and down and screamed, just like everyone else. The kids named it Long John Chicken; there was talk of getting it a little pirate hat and an eyepatch, and maybe a parrot, though this last addition would have been stretching it.

				Then we made a mistake. Once its toe stubs had healed, we put Long John Chicken back into the henhouse with its flock, where we thought it might feel more at home. Alas, in the morning we found it was very wide and flat, having been trampled to death. A chicken with a wooden leg was a definite threat to the groupthink of the other chickens.

				“It’s a chicken placemat,” said Graeme. We blamed ourselves, but regret was futile.

				

				—

				The chickens were just the beginning. Shortly we had some ducks—they had a pond to swim in—and a handful of sheep, and four notorious escaping cows that not only jumped over fences but waded out into our pond and dove under the barbed wire stretched across it. Then they would trot along the road and mingle with other people’s cows, and Graeme and the boys would have to go and retrieve them, at considerable risk to their lives.

				One of the cows sprained her ankle, and the vet was called to treat it. The cow wouldn’t let him get near her, however. The vet reappeared at the house, red-faced and sweating.

				“That [expletive] cow can run faster on three legs than anything else can run on four,” he said.

				“How should we treat the cow?”

				“Only cure for it—bullet in the head and put it in the freezer.” This eventually happened. We’d told the boys not to name the cows, but they did anyway. Result: “Is this Susan we’re eating?”

				Thanks to Paulette Jiles, an Anansi poet whose work I had edited, we found ourselves with a small horse called Bonnie, a cross between an Arabian and a Welsh pit pony. Paulette was an experienced horsewoman. She had seen Bonnie standing in a damp field with untrimmed hooves, the toes turned up like Turkish slippers, and been horrified. We were put up to rescuing Bonnie, and had her hooves trimmed and shod properly.

				Paulette said she would teach me to ride Bonnie. My mother had been an avid horsewoman and our daughter was to become one, but this talent had skipped a generation. I did manage finally to stay on, though Bonnie had a whole repertoire of tricks—scraping you against a fence, stopping suddenly to snatch a mouthful of grass, going around in a circle.

				Soon, Bonnie was joined by a larger horse called Shayna because we thought Bonnie would be less lonely if she had a friend. The first thing Shayna did on her arrival was to chase the other animals around and around the barn with her ears back and her teeth bared, after which she bit Bonnie. Then she stood in the middle of the hay pile, put her head down, and began to eat. Bonnie snuck up on her, tiptoeing around the barn and eyeing Shayna through a knothole. Then she approached stealthily from behind, where Shayna couldn’t see her. When close enough, she turned around, kicked Shayna in the ribs, and ran away.

				The only time Bonnie ever threw me was when I patted her on the neck, not noticing that Shayna had torn out a chunk of her mane. But sometimes the two were friends. Bonnie eventually came to grief when the two of them escaped during the night and went on an adventure along the main road, where Bonnie was killed by a drunken driver—a tragedy described in my story “White Horse,” from Moral Disorder.

				We had, briefly, a pair of geese. A cow stepped on one of them, and I’m sorry to say we ate it.

				We’d also given a local beekeeper permission to set up some hives on our land in return for honey. Graeme got interested in the process and took to helping the beekeeper smoke the bees to tranquilize them, then assisting in the honey collection. Because the beekeeper didn’t wear protective mesh headgear, Graeme—so as not to be a wussy—didn’t wear any either. But one day the bees were not convinced by him, and stung him in three places on his face. He turned bright yellow, with his face as round as a cantaloupe and his eyes puffed into slits. He was unrecognizable, and eerily sinister.

				Nonetheless, we set off for a Toronto literary party of a quasi-bohemian type. At this gathering there was a youth who fancied himself a rebel poet, wore a plastic pistol on a string around his neck, and called himself Doctor Death. He began stalking me and denouncing me—I forget what for. Being a filthy bourgeoise, being a horrid feminist, being a crap poet, or all three. “Shoo,” I said, in effect, but Doctor Death did not shoo. Up rose round, yellow, slitty-eyed Graeme from the shadows. He loomed menacingly.

				“If you don’t leave her alone, pal, I’m gonna hurt you real bad,” he growled in his best noir voice. Doctor Death left the party.

				

				—

				Why did we get sheep? Search me. It was a Graeme thing. He acquired four of them, one of which promptly died of gid, an event commemorated in my poem “November.”

				
					You lugged it to the barn

					I held the lantern,

					we leaned over it

					as if it were being born.

					The sheep hangs upside down from the rope,

					a long fruit covered with wool and rotting.

					It waits for the dead wagon

					to harvest it.

					Mournful November

					this is the image

					you invent for me,

					the dead sheep came out of your head, a legacy:

					Kill what you can’t save

					what you can’t eat throw out

					what you can’t throw out bury

					What you can’t bury give away

					what you can’t give away you must carry with you,

					it is always heavier than you thought.

				

				Sheep are not very bright, unlike goats. Graeme had to haul a sodden sheep out of the pond in spring: it had waded in for an unknown sheep reason and got tangled up in some wire underneath the water. The sheep were forever doing things like that. Also, they thought they were horses, and followed Bonnie around as if she was the herd leader.

				In late winter, one of the sheep had triplets. She rejected the runt of the litter. We brought the lamb inside, half dead, and—on the advice of Frances Hand—wrapped it in a towel, put it in a lukewarm oven, and revived it with brandy. We fed it with a baby bottle, then set it up in the back room with some straw. We would let it into the kitchen in the daytime, where it would frisk about, slipping and sliding on the linoleum and peeing on the floor. I tried to fit it with a diaper made of a plastic bag with a liner, but this was a failure.

				It grew. It was now a young ram. But because it had been raised by people, it thought it was a person. It liked women, but when we put it into the farmyard so it could rejoin the other sheep, it would attack any man that came within reach, lowering its head and charging. Graeme would hit it on the forehead with a two-by-four, but it interpreted this as a male challenge. It would back up, shaking its head, then charge again.

				We made the sad decision to put it in the freezer before it seriously injured someone. We weren’t up to slaughtering it ourselves, so we took it to the local abattoir, a venue straight out of a horror movie. The lamb was in the car trunk, which had jammed shut. Attempting to ignore the barrels of cow heads in brine inside the building, I explained our mission and our dilemma to a leather-clad, bloody-aproned, bald-headed character with no neck who looked like an Elizabethan executioner. He came out with a crowbar and pried open the trunk, and our lamb disappeared into the shadows.

				It reappeared the next day, neatly cut up into legs of lamb and lamb chops. Did I shed tears? Yes. But I ate the chops.

				

				—

				Roosters have individual temperaments. Some are mild, others moderately aggressive. Then there are the Alpha Crazies.

				One of our roosters was the third kind. He could tell the difference between a person with a stick and a person without a stick. If you came anywhere near him wearing shorts and without a stick, he would flap his wings, leap on you, and dig his talons and spurs into your bare legs. He was very fast, and very sneaky. Attacks could come from behind.

				It was his duty to protect the hens, but they were a feckless bunch, wandering off in search of worms, and he was always trying to round them up. Once in a while we would run the chickens through the kitchen garden to clean out the slugs and bugs, and this was a nightmare for the poor rooster. If he were human, he would have been yelling: “GET BACK HERE, YOU STUPID GIRLS! DON’T YOU KNOW ABOUT FOXES?” Cluck, cluck, cluck, they would say to one another, paying no attention to their overlord. The supermall of the garden was too alluring for them, the slugs too enticing.

				The hens liked to hang out with the sheep when they were in the barn eating grain-packed sheep food. The hens gleaned the leftovers and ate seeds out of the sheep poop. This drove the alpha rooster nuts: he saw the sheep as threats, as he saw every other living being, and it was impossible for him to keep the hens together in a flock.

				One day he was trying to corral them—they’d separated into two clusters, and the rooster was running back and forth between these factions like some rebellion-challenged political whip, pecking and squawking—when Graeme appeared with a pail of water and walked between the two groups of hens. The appearance of this colossus was too much for the rooster. With an anguished scream, he leapt straight up in the air, gasped, and fell over dead.

				Fearing a disease, we took him to the vet. Looking at the rooster’s red, congested face, the vet said, “This rooster died of rage.”

				“In that case, can we eat him?” Graeme asked.

				“No reason why not,” said the vet.

				Out came the recipes for cock-a-leekie. We were a callous pair in those days: we ate everything, because waste not want not, and better us than some grifting raccoon. Also, we knew from experience that a buried chicken would soon be dug up again: the boys had been given the task of interring a dead hen that appeared to have chosen suicide by shutting itself inside the metal garbage can in which Graeme kept the feed. This hen had squawked supernaturally from underground when the earth had been tamped down: terror! Just air being expelled, Graeme had told the boys. But the hen, now dirtier and smellier, had reappeared in the morning thanks to Max the dog. Another burial, another reappearance, this one stinkier. Finally, the boys climbed a tree and gave the chicken an air burial, like a festering offering to the gods. It attracted crows.

				

				—

				In the summers we took the boys up to the family log cabin in northern Quebec, my parents having relented about my living in sin with Graeme. We put the kids into the big orange canoe and paddled them and our supplies the several miles to the cabin, dragging the canoe over a shortcut portage, outrunning thunderstorms, braving waves.

				Fishing took place. Wasp nests were inadvertently discovered. Wood was chopped. Graeme loved the place: it reminded him of his summer-camp canoe-tripping days. He fried up big griddle-fuls of pancakes, he made eggs and bacon for all, he simmered stews. I contributed blueberry and rhubarb pies baked in the wood-stove oven. Various friends tended the farm animals while we were away, and one of them saw the ghost inside the house, looking out the window. Psychedelics were involved, we later learned.

				We had many guests at the farm. In the spring, summer, and fall, people would happen to be out for a drive in the country, and would drop in. They would end up staying for lunch; then they would go for a ramble out to the back field, and behold, they would still be there for supper. After that, it would be too late or they’d have drunk too much to go home, so they’d stay overnight. They’d leave after a late and ample breakfast, telling us how relaxing it was in the country. Then we would do the dishes and the laundry, and try to get back to writing.

				Once, I babysat Marian Engel’s nine-year-old twins so she could work on her novel-in-progress, Bear. Out came my camp-counselling skills. I got the twins to put on a puppet show of “The Three Little Pigs,” with a large cardboard box for a stage. This was a hit, though the treasure hunt I also arranged was a fiasco, since they found all the clues in five minutes. I set them to work gathering eggs from the henhouse, which—I heard later—was faintly terrifying for them. Also, they dropped the eggs.

				Despite all the food we grew and collected, supplies had to be bought and bills paid. The farming activities always lost money: I knew of no small farmers in the area who didn’t have a second job. We did some freelance film and television writing, sometimes together, sometimes singly. For instance, I wrote a CBC Television play called The Servant Girl, based on the murder story in Susanna Moodie’s second Canadian book, Life in the Clearings. I gave some underpaid readings, mostly at colleges in the States. Graeme had several odd jobs—creative writing here, writer-in-residence there. We also both got royalty cheques, though these were not large. Graeme’s money went to Shirley, though never enough for her. Mine sustained our household.

				We thought of different ways to make ends meet. At one point, Graeme proposed a food-related money-making scheme: he would write a cookbook called Eat Cheap But Good. Typical recipe: A soup made of old pea pods and carrot peelings, to which you then added a cup of whipping cream and a bottle of champagne. It was pointed out to him that champagne was not a bargain-basement item. So maybe it could be a less expensive brand? he wondered.

				One of my TV scripts was based on the Barnardo children—the orphans and street waifs sent over from England by a charity and placed with Canadian farm families. Heaven on Earth, it was called. I wrote the script with the film director Peter Pearson. Peter and I used a mix of real-life materials gleaned through a newspaper advertisement: Was anyone descended from these children? Did they have stories? We were expecting perhaps ten answers, but we got over six hundred. Some were happy tales, with kind families and future successes, but many were not: child labour, physical abuse, rape, suicides.

				We created a cross-sectional plot, using five fictional children. When the show was finally produced in 1987, one of the stars was the child actor Sarah Polley. Much later, she would become a creator and director, and would appear in my life again.

			

			
				Community of Dreams

				Meanwhile, Graeme was busily putting together the Writers’ Union of Canada, shortly to be followed by the Writers’ Trust. Although I was later involved in helping run these two organizations and served as the chair of the union in the late 1970s, neither was my idea at all. They were Graeme’s projects—the sort of thing he was good at.

				The union happened because few of the prose writers in Canada knew one another then, and few knew much about contracts, in particular what rights they had and what they should be paid: What was the norm? Graeme, the alpha rooster, herded the scribes together. The early meetings took place in Marian Engel’s house in Toronto. As Andreas Schroeder puts it, “We had some meetings on Marian Engel’s back porch. We did get a little tanked, it helped the optimism.” Six months later, there was a founding conference, at which a reluctant Margaret Laurence was elected interim chair. Alma Lee, a curly-headed Scottish hippie who later founded the Vancouver Writers Fest, came on as executive director. Jack the Mac prophesized that the union would fail, since writers always fought and could never agree on anything, but in this he was wrong.

				The professional concerns of the union included public lending rights—payments to authors for the public use of their work in libraries—the development of a standard minimum contract, and the almost complete absence of Canadian writing in schools. At one point, we picketed Parliament because print overruns in the States were being sold in Canada as remainders, with nothing going to the writers. We scored a meeting with the Department of Consumer and Corporate Affairs. The minister’s response was, “Don’t you want the public to have cheap books?” Then as now, many thought writers shouldn’t be paid, since they enjoyed what they were doing. (So, bank president, you like your job? Then no money for you.)

				

				—

				Due to a fracas at the union, the Writers’ Development Trust was formed. Graeme describes this event in his Margaret Laurence Lecture:

				
					During a National Council meeting in Vancouver, the province’s curriculum development officer told us that he’d love to see CanLit taught in the schools but there wasn’t any. Flabbergasted, National Council decided to establish a “Teachers and Writers Education Project.”…Five working groups [of teachers] were formed…they produced ten guidebooks…. When we reported to the [union] AGM, there was an impassioned revolt because not all members had been included in the guides…. So a few of us, notably David Young, Alma Lee, and myself, set out to establish the Writers’ Development Trust…. We all did what we could to raise money. Over forty thousand copies [of the guides were eventually sold], with most of them going to High School English teachers…. When David and I recently reminisced over a glass, he characterized the whole process as a cloud of smoke and mirrors, and it was all coming out of my mouth. There were a lot of mouths involved,…and a lot of words. Perhaps none were more significant than a quotation from André Malraux…: “The mind suggests the idea of a nation,” he said, “but what gives this idea its sentimental force is a community of dreams.”

				

				

				—

				To raise money for the nascent Writers’ Union, we put on an evening’s entertainment called The All-Star Eclectic Typewriter Revue: an evening of amateur theatricals and professional prose, in the St. Lawrence Centre, on May 9, 1977. We sold out the house, possibly because no one knew what to expect.

				The evening was a mix of serious and silly. The popular historian Pierre Berton recited his party piece, “The Shooting of Dan McGrew,” by Robert W. Service, the Klondike gold-rush poet. Rudy Wiebe and Andreas Schroeder sang some beautiful Mennonite hymns. The novelist Hélène Holden did a version of “Mac the Knife” called “Jack the Knife,” during which Jack McClelland came in wearing a cape and a set of wax vampire teeth.

				I myself put together the Farley Mowat Dancers—six female writers, all short like Farley, all wearing Farley beards. We did two numbers: “Lost in the Barrens,” the title of one of Farley’s children’s books, for which we wore fur coats, fur hats, and snowshoes—the snowshoes were a miscalculation, as snowshoes on a wooden stage are slippery and I could have killed someone. The second number was a Highland fling, which ended with a kilt flip revealing the letters F-A-R-L-E-Y spelled out on the backs of our pantaloons. (Farley was a renowned kilt-flipper.)

				I also directed a skit called “The Toronto Literary Mafia.” This term was in common use: it denoted, in particular, Douglas Marshall from the Toronto Star, William French from the Globe and Mail, and Robert Fulford from Saturday Night. The three of them dressed up in Mafia black shirts and white ties, with a homburg for Bob, “The Godfulford.” I talked them into this caper by telling each that the others had agreed. Reciting their lines was not a problem, but the cha-cha they were supposed to perform hit a snag: Bob had no sense of rhythm whatsoever. “Just sway back and forth,” I told him, “while the other two cha-cha around you. You’ll be a hit. You’ll bring down the house.” And so it was.

				

				—

				All this time I’d been working away at my third-to-be-published novel, Lady Oracle. In it, the heroine stages her own death in order to disappear from her former life—more or less what I had done, minus the death part—and leads a double life as a writer—more or less what I had done too. On the one hand, a serious, mystical poet. On the other hand, and under another name, a successful composer of romance novels. The fact that the book veers more toward comedy than melodrama is due in part to Dennis Lee, who was an early reader of it in manuscript form and wanted it to be funnier and more over-the-top than it had originally been. He visited the farm, bearing not only this opinion, but another one: he’d discovered an amazing LP called Astral Weeks, by a new, young, lithe singer named Van Morrison. We had to hear it.

				In Lady Oracle, the heroine transforms herself from a weighty girl to a slender one, thus becoming, physically, her own secret double. I was a child reader of Robert Louis Stevenson’s body-transformation story, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, not to mention those early superhero comics in which a man in a suit steps into a phone booth and emerges in circus strong-man tights and a magician’s cape, with enormous muscles. I’d also seen a lot of comic-book weight-loss ads (for women) and body-builder ads (for men). You could change into a whole new person! The other inspiration was a letter I’d seen in a newspaper advice column. The writer said that she’d become fat as insulation and protection—a novel idea for me. And if the process reversed, from fat to thin, would a person feel more vulnerable and exposed?

				Lady Oracle’s shape-changing led to questions after public readings—“How did you lose all that weight?” The audience members were disappointed when I said I hadn’t: what they wanted was the amazing weight-loss recipe. About every novel I’ve written, I’ve had to say, “It’s fiction. It says so on the package. ‘Fiction’ means ‘Not literally true.’ ” Playwrights don’t have this problem: people can see that they’re looking at a stage and that the characters on it are actors, that Hamlet isn’t really dead, that Ophelia hasn’t really drowned. Illusion versus reality, art versus life: so frequently an issue. Then there are “real” illusions, which is what fiction writers and con artists aim for.

				However—having finished Lady Oracle—I would shortly enact the weight-loss process in reverse.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 27

			Days of the Rebels

			[image: ]

			Was there Trouble in Paradise? Of course. There always is.

			As previously noted, Graeme took a loosey-goosey view of money. Not the money he was generously raising for group causes such as the Writers’ Union—he was stringent about that—but of his own money, and especially of any money he might owe. When credit card companies first hit the market in a big way, they expanded their reach by mailing out cards with a limit on them of a thousand dollars. They ill-advisedly sent one to Graeme, who promptly spent the lot. He then entered into a long game of Try and Collect. Though he would pay the paltry bit of interest owing every month, this wasn’t enough for the card company. They eventually turned him over to a bill collector.

			After the bill collector had yelled at him over the phone, Graeme said in his best military voice: “Yes, sir, I understand that it’s your task to try to get me to pay, but there is no need to be rude about it. If it weren’t for people like me, you wouldn’t have a job.” A pause. After that, the bill collector continued to call once a month, but was always very polite.

			For a person of my Scroogy, penny-hoarding disposition, this non-bill-paying drama was horrifying, like a Grand Guignol performance with severed heads and gore littering the stage; but it was—similarly—gaspingly funny. What audacity!

			It was less funny some years later, when Graeme forgot to pay his income taxes for two years; and even less funny many years after that, when he wrote his own will. The will itself was idiosyncratic, and very entertaining. He must have thought he’d done a clever thing by circumventing lawyers, but he obtained only one witness signature. For a will, you need two. So I had to go through probate.

			The upside of non-Scrooginess: When one of the Writers’ Trust executive directors we’d hired had a nervous collapse due to which she’d been shoving unpaid bills under the literal carpet, Graeme was understanding. Such behaviour was, for him, well within the realm of the forgivable.

			

			—

			Once we’d scraped up enough money for it, we decided to refashion the bare concrete back room, former home of the lamb, into a living room, with a sofa, bookshelves, a record player, and an iron stove. On the south side, facing the pond, there would be a sun porch. Then we could have houseplants.

			I got picked up by a nice young man who overheard us talking about this scheme in the agricultural store where we bought our chicken feed. He said he was a contractor, and would be happy to take on the job. Nowadays I would ask for references, but I had never dealt with a contractor before. A down payment was made. Work on the project was begun. Then the work stopped. Then it started again. Then it stopped. After his intervals of invisibility, the contractor would reappear, saying he had a terrible headache. I would make him a coffee and fetch the headache pills.

			Asking around, we discovered that ours was not the only project he was working on: he was taking the down payments from his latest clients and using that money to finish the projects of the earlier ones, except that he wasn’t finishing them. He was trapped in an endless shortfall spiral. When he’d disappeared once too often, some of his workmen, who hadn’t been paid, decided to track him down. A baseball bat was proposed. In their assorted vehicles, they chased him up and down and across the township lines, stopping at farmhouses to gather news. “He just went that way!” I hope they didn’t catch him. In any case, he vanished from our lives, and we hired someone else to finish the work. I glimpsed him years later; he was working in the feed store, and pretended not to be himself.

			

			—

			There was another, larger difficulty in Paradise. It was causing me angst. It went like this:

			
				Dear Inner Advice Columnist,

				My problem is not as exciting as your number one hit—whether to place the toilet roll with the paper coming off the top or off the bottom—or your second hit, the perennial squabble about whether the milk or the tea should go into the cup first, but I hope you may offer some counsel all the same.

				Here is my situation. I have a devoted partner who is wonderful in a great many ways. He loves to cook, he is high energy, he is devoted to public service about which he is endearingly idealistic, he is fun, he is musical, he can paddle a canoe. We live on a farm, which he enjoys very much.

				But my partner comes with baggage, in the form of a long-estranged but as yet undivorced wife. She sends their two teenage boys to him at short notice whenever it suits her, and I am not informed of the plans until after they’ve been made. It skips my partner’s mind at such times that the house we live in is my house too—in fact, I own it solo, though I don’t talk about that—and that I should be consulted. Of course, I would never say no. But it hurts me to be simply wiped from existence in this way. “Just ask me first,” I say, but he forgets. Is it that I have not yelled and shouted or cried and whined, and have therefore not been heard? Or perhaps he believes the wife is teetering on the brink of psychological collapse—not out of the question, as she suffers increasingly from sudden panic attacks, fainting, high blood pressure, and depressive moods—and he doesn’t want to provoke such an event. Meanwhile, she plays a double game of Take the Boys/Pay Me More Money for the Boys, although the boys spend more waking and eating time with us than with her.

				It does seem to centre around money. An example: My partner thought it would be fun for the two teenage boys to learn to drive the tractor, feed the animals, and so forth. To make them feel grown up, he suggested we pay them, which we did, Graeme and the boys having negotiated the salaries first. Next thing, we get a letter from the wife, accusing us of exploiting child labour.

				At the same time, I know for a fact that this wife has been spreading malicious lies about me in publishing circles. (I am a writer.) How awful I am, how I am influencing my partner to withhold money from her, how I have stolen him away from her, and so on. I’ve heard this from publishers I know, from members who frequent something called “The Bookmen’s Club,” a lunch gathering of industry professionals, and from the owner of the all-Canadian Longhouse Books, the hub of all literary gossip. When I informed my partner of this slander campaign against me, he simply didn’t credit it. “She wouldn’t do that,” he said. I can understand his desire to absolve the mother of his children from any suspicion of underhanded behaviour, even though he has been the object of quite a lot of this behaviour himself, but his failure to believe me is rankling.

				Not only that, the wife is refusing to go ahead with their divorce. Of course, my partner could proceed himself—there are a number of her liaison participants whom he could cite as co-respondents—but, being chivalrous, he has avoided doing this. I believe money is involved in her holdout, but although he pays over to her most of whatever he makes (not much), it’s never enough.

				To add to the mix: I would like to have children. Having spent years thinking that women writers had to be entirely dedicated to their art and were not allowed families, I have now thrown that belief out the window. I’ve saved up for a baby, and have planned to take on only a few writing jobs during his or her early years. But my partner is dragging his feet: he doesn’t want to upset the troubled wife, is his story—as that would impact the kids. However, I am not getting any younger. In my darkest moments I believe the wife is dragging the divorce out to keep me from procreating.

				Yes, I have hauled my partner and myself off to therapy. My partner is suffering from “cognitive dissonance,” I was told. I quote: “Cognitive dissonance is a psychological phenomenon that occurs when a person holds two contradictory beliefs at the same time.” On the one hand, I am the love of his life, and he wishes to please me. On the other hand, he doesn’t want to negatively affect his children.

				What should I do?

				Sincerely,

				Conflicted

				Dear Conflicted,

				Just go for it. Let other people handle their own hang-ups. Do what you want and live with the consequences. If you are definite enough about your wishes, whatever form those might take, your partner will agree. As for the wife, she will simply have to accept reality, though from what you say she may have difficulty doing that.

				Good luck with it,

				Your Inner Advice Columnist

			

			After nine months, with the cooperation of Graeme and the aid of a basal thermometer for ovulation monitoring, I was now pregnant. I discovered this thrilling fact while up in Tuktoyaktuk in September. This was my first visit north of the Arctic Circle, and also my first encounter with the enchanting pingos—large, hollow ice bubbles, in one of which the Tuktoyakers had created a skating rink. When I tested positive, I was worried about the lack of folic acid up north—not a lot of green-vegetable growing—and got hold of some vitamin pills.

			I was on a slightly mad northern four-person poetry-reading tour that included Yellowknife and Fort Smith and Hay River. Graeme joined me for part of it, along with a guide who could see auras—mine was iridescent and sparkly, he said, unlike the envious muddy brown of one of the poets who had preceded me. It’s good to be iridescent and sparkly while pregnant: iridescent and sparkly was how I felt.

			Our car had a flat tire on the gravel highway between Fort Smith and Hay River, and Graeme always remembered the vast silence around us when the car engine turned off. This was what it must have sounded like hundreds of years ago. Along that highway there was a little hut every mile, with a stove, wood, and matches. In case your car broke down, you’d have only a half mile to walk before reaching heat.

			

			—

			For several months prior to this, my sister had been living with us. She’d always been subject to low-level depression. Having developed a digestive complaint, Ruth had been sent to a shrink, who had decided she was schizophrenic but hadn’t told her this. He had, however, told her that the zombie-like symptoms she was experiencing were part of her “illness,” not a side effect from her pills. My brother and sister-in-law had gone to consult with him, and he’d thought they were her parents. He’d told Graeme and me that Ruth would have to live with us permanently because she was incapable of coping otherwise, but she mustn’t be told that she was schizophrenic because that would be very damaging; also, she would never get better. None of this was thrilling news: I would now have extra responsibilities, in addition to the coming baby. Meantime, he told her it was okay for her to drive from the farm into Toronto for their appointments, although on the medication he’d given her she shouldn’t have been driving at all.

			I have no idea why the shrink behaved like this. Was it simple incompetence? Was he having a psychotic break himself? Was he conducting some weird horror-movie experiment?

			Graeme and I began to smell a rat. We consulted Graeme’s long-time friend Dr. Federico Allodi, who’d left Spain in the days of Franco and who’d set up the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture. He said he didn’t think my sister was schizophrenic at all. What about the zombie-like behaviour? we asked. That was the medication, he said. He made a practice of taking every pill he might prescribe to see how it would affect him. “You go like this,” he said, and performed a perfect imitation of my sister in her drugged state.

			When Ruth came off the drug, she was incandescent with rage. This weenie had totally effed up her life. She was contemplating suicide, often a side effect when such drugs are discontinued. She’d even made an attempt, though she’d stopped herself. When Graeme asked her to promise that she wouldn’t do it again, she refused, so he drove us down to the office of a different psychiatrist in Toronto and she was admitted to CAMH—the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health—as a danger to herself.

			“Why did you try this at my house?” I asked her later. “Instead of Mum and Dad’s?”

			“Because you’d be able to deal with it. Unlike them.” The reputation for competence has its prices. Later still, she said it was really because she was afraid to drive. After several months, she was calm enough to come out of CAMH, though she’s been angry about the episode ever since. She’s a Scorpio, like me. We hold grudges. I don’t recommend it, nor do I admire it in myself. Was the psychiatrist a rogue or a fool? The smart money is on fool.

			To cap it all off, I discovered another layer of the story as I was writing this chapter. (How? It’s called “reading the letters of dead people.”) Lo and behold, the shrink of Graeme’s undivorced wife during this time period was no other than…Yes! The very same! If this were a movie—a Hitchcock movie—the two of them would have been plotting to destroy my sister as a way of torturing me. But surely that’s too dark. (Whenever I say “Surely that’s too dark,” it usually isn’t.)

			

			—

			When I was four months pregnant—over Christmas and into January 1976—we went to Mexico, a favourite place of Graeme’s ever since he’d lived in Oaxaca in the early 1960s. Mexico City was still a spacious, relatively unpolluted city then. We stayed in picturesque though cheap hotels, including a converted monastery. I got flea bites in Merida from sitting on a park bench frequented by dogs.

			Then we took the little train that still ran to Palenque and visited Chichén Itzá. Graeme was claustrophobic, I was acrophobic, so he helped me climb up the pyramids and I helped him descend into them. The boys joined us for their school break and discovered giant cockroaches in the shower, and we went birdwatching. Highlight—our first toucan. Also, a park bench with a sign on it that said that anyone found sitting improperly would be arrested. (What was “sitting improperly”?) And another sign in a church saying that we should beware of old ladies who claim to be in direct touch with the Virgin Mary, advice I have followed ever since.

			Back at the farm, I set to work sewing and knitting. Maternity outfits for myself, knitwear for the baby. My mother gave me a maternity blouse patterned with As. What did it mean? A for Effort? A for Excellent? A for Atwood? I appreciated it.

			Then, on April 26, 1976—three weeks before the baby was to be born—the poet John Thompson died suddenly at the age of thirty-seven—in mysterious circumstances, as the crime novels say. I had been John’s editor at Anansi for his first book of poems, At the Edge of the Chopping There Are No Secrets (1973). The copy I wrote said, “Thompson does not see beyond the physicality of his world: he sees through it, and by its light.” Originally from England, John had been living and teaching in New Brunswick since 1966. He was not only an excellent poet, he was very good-looking; but unfortunately he was also an alcoholic who’d had bouts with paranoia and depression.

			John was one of the last poets I edited at Anansi: Shirley had told both Graeme and me that she could no longer function if we were still connected to the company, so if we didn’t leave she would quit. She got rid of a number of people from Anansi that way, but tried it once too often on Ann Wall, who by that time was the major shareholder. (There was a bizarre interval during which Ann’s husband wanted the company to publish nothing but chess books because he liked chess.) To Shirley, Ann said, “Okay. You can leave. I’m staying.”

			What had John died of? Jim Polk has said it was “a brutal mix of barbiturates and liquor.” Rumours swirled: it was suicide, or else it was an accident due to the fact that he was on Antabuse but drank anyway and choked. He’d finished his second brilliant book, Stilt Jack, but meanwhile his house in New Brunswick had burned down. He wasn’t there at the time: he’d been living with Shirley in Toronto during his sabbatical. Fingers at the farm had been crossed: maybe Shirley would be happier now that she was living with John; she’d been writing Graeme letters about what a good time she and John were having. There had been talk of Shirley moving to New Brunswick and taking the boys with her. However, though John was agreeably behaved when he was sober, he was a mean and scary drunk. The boys asked us if—should Shirley move to New Brunswick—they could come and live with us. Of course they could.

			Any plans for a life with John were now necessarily defunct, though Shirley might already have had second thoughts about moving to an isolated house in the country—she hated the country—with a serious depressive and struggling drunk, however stellar a poet. Shirley was once more prostrated, as she had been when Russell Marois had killed himself.

			
				The Labours of Hercules

				A phone call with Jack:

				
					Jack: We’ll publish your novel in May.

					Me: Jack, I’m having a baby in May.

					Jack: Great! We’ll film in the delivery room!

					Me: But what if I die in childbirth?

					Jack: Fantastic publicity!

				

				He was only half joking. In the event, we agreed to a fall publication.

				In early May—peak bird-migration time—when I was nine months pregnant, we went birdwatching with the boys at Lake Erie’s Point Pelee, Canada’s number one spring migration spot. Birdwatching was now a major part of our life, and was to become even more central to it. We’d been going to Pelee in May for years, and being on the cusp of childbirth was no reason to stop. I had a cane, since I had a collapsing leg due to stretched ligaments, so I hobbled around, pausing now and then to watch a flight of red-headed woodpeckers or a Blackburnian warbler.

				
					Fellow Birdwatcher, a Stranger: Excuse me, but aren’t you Margaret Atwood?

					Me: Not today.

				

				“Being famous”—even a little famous, as I was then—shouldn’t be a twenty-four-hour occupation, but it is. How many times have I been ambushed in a women’s washroom? I don’t usually say “Not today,” but spring migration is sacrosanct.

				

				—

				I’d realized that I wouldn’t be able to handle the baby, the literary correspondence, and the life of the farm. I already had an occasional bookkeeper and typist, Donya Peroff (who typed all my novels from Lady Oracle to Cat’s Eye), but now I would need some extra help. We decided to hire someone who knew about farms and could deal with the growing correspondence and maybe the hens, especially when Graeme wasn’t there, while I devoted myself to the baby.

				We advertised, and along came the perfect candidate. Carlyn Moulton was a very bright twenty-year-old, recently graduated from the Ontario Bible College—so, literate—who had grown up on a farm in the Ottawa Valley—so, animals and tractors. Little did we know she would go on to be a grad student in theology, history, and philosophy at the University of Toronto, an entrepreneur, a television producer, one of the founders of the Women’s Cultural Building Collective in Toronto, and a trainer in investigative journalism for Carleton University and the CBC. She also founded the Oeno Gallery, now one of the leading sculpture and contemporary art galleries in Canada. She was later to come out as gay, something that her fundamentalist parents blamed us for. We’d done nothing, unless you count our Henry James novels, which she binge-read during a few weeks when we were away.

				Carlyn bonded fraternally with Matthew, Graeme’s elder son—they had the recalcitrant tractor in common—and pitched right in to the life of the farm, eggs, manure, and all. Should the Jehovah’s Witnesses make it past Finn the dog, we sicced Carlyn on them: she could out-quote anyone on Biblical subjects.

				

				—

				There was no ultrasound fetal imaging available to us, so we didn’t know whether the baby would be a boy or a girl. Graeme practised a bit of folk wisdom known to him: you suspend a needle on a thread over the pregnant belly; if it swings back and forth it’s a boy, if it moves in a circle it’s a girl. The needle swung around in a circle: girl. (My Very Nice Boyfriend later said that there would have been a state of mourning among the feminists if it had been a boy.)

				Graeme and I attended a prenatal class for expectant parents, where we were shown a film of an absolutely gigantic baby being born. The other parents turned a frightened shade of light green, especially the dads-to-be. I also went to a class in breathing and counting, and visualizing numbers in different colours: the age of ether had passed, and the preferred method was natural childbirth.

				On the day before the expected due date, I was down on my hands and knees listening to Beethoven and scrubbing the newly tiled floor of our living-room extension, a sure-fire hack for bringing on labour. That night, there was a thunderstorm, also sure-fire. By morning, we were driving down to Women’s College Hospital, where my ob/gyn was located. (Note: Women’s College was called that because it was founded at a time when women weren’t allowed into other medical schools.)

				Labour wasn’t advanced, said they: I could have lunch. It was lamb chops. I then read Agatha Christie’s The Labours of Hercules, no pun intended, while the baby took its time. When the hour arrived, I was regretting not only the lamb chops but my decision to forgo the anaesthetic. As I was being wheeled down the hall to the delivery room, we passed the anaesthetist heading the other way. “Come back!” I wailed, to no avail.

				Graeme hadn’t been allowed to attend the births of his other children—before the 1970s, men were relegated to the waiting room, lest they faint—but times had changed, and he got suited up and stood at my head end. After the baby was born at 7 p.m., he was so high that he couldn’t sleep for the rest of the night. It was a girl, as he’d predicted. Her first name was Eleanor, as mine would have been if my mother had had her druthers. I’d always liked it. Eleanor of Aquitaine. Eleanor Roosevelt. Translation: Shining Light. Her second name was Jess, chosen by Graeme, and it was as Jess that she came to be known.

				As I rested in the hospital the next morning, exhausted and sore, the telephone rang. It was Big Larry Gaynor. “Hello, you gorgeous sexy thing,” he said. “I’m coming over there right now and climbing into bed with you!” Enormous laugh.

				“Thanks,” I said. Just what you need after giving birth.

				Graeme was so effervescent that he invented a new recipe called “Lobster Eleanor,” made in a chafing dish with cream and champagne. In his enthusiasm he invited a mob to dinner to greet us on our return, so in my postnatal baby fog I found myself making chocolate mousse for ten.

				Right after the birth of baby Eleanor Jess, Graeme opened the door to find it had snowed—it was mid-May. According to him, he exclaimed, “Holy old bald-headed blue-eyed Jesus!” Then he realized that Carlyn the religious person was standing right behind him.

				“Oops, sorry,” he said.

				“That’s okay,” said Carlyn. “I won’t bother yours if you won’t bother mine.”

				As is normal at the births of princesses, various Good Fairies bestowed their blessings. My sister had visited me in the hospital, bringing gifts of a bar of soap and a Captain Canuck comic book. Quote: “I don’t like babies, but I like this baby.” My mother had come also; my parents were to become devoted grandparents, despite my Scarlet Woman lack of a marriage certificate.

				
					Me: My hair is falling out.

					My Mother: Oh yes, I was practically bald after I had you. (Copper imbalance. It grows back.)

				

				My friend Beverly Hunter from Canadian Facts days, mother of four, arrived with a lot of towels and a fund of knowledge. Susan Milmoe and Judy Wright drove up from Cambridge, bearing gifts of lobsters. With them came David Staines, fellow student of Jerry Buckley, my old Victorian Lit prof. Frances Hand from the dairy farm came over, and pronounced the baby “solid.” I’d heard her say of another baby that it hadn’t decided whether it wanted to be on this earth, but our baby had decided. She was a little Taurus: they tend to be firmly anchored.

				When she was three months old, Jess went up to the woods, following the family tradition. She heard loons calling and watched Tree TV—moving leaves—which put her to sleep. She had baths in the dishpan, like my sister when she was tiny. We celebrated Graeme’s birthday there, as we often did. I decorated the wood-stove-baked cake with found objects: little pinecones, sprigs of wintergreen, nasturtiums from the garden. The household was jovial again.

			

			
				Up in the Tree

				Lady Oracle was published in the fall of 1976. I can’t remember a thing about it. I must have done some publicity—there are pictures—but it’s a blank.

				I wasn’t so foolish as to think I’d be able to write a novel in the two years following the birth. It wasn’t that I was too tired, I was just not very interested: the baby was much more important. What was that writing thing, and why did I do it so much? I found myself wondering as I ambled about in the fields, babe in baby carrier. In memory, the sun during that period was always shining, though of course it wasn’t: in fact, a mini-tornado lifted off part of our metal barn roof, which came sailing in the air toward us before landing in the pond.

				Despite my lack of writing zeal, I continued with three little projects that didn’t take too much focus. The first was a children’s book that I was writing, illustrating, and—using my old poster-making skills—lettering as well. Jack the Mac had put me up to it. Kids’ book publishing was in its infancy in Canada, but, as in many things, Jack anticipated the future.

				The book was called Up in the Tree. It rhymed, it had very simple drawings, it had big lettering, and it was intended for very young readers. Because Jack was taking a chance on it—who knew if there would be a market?—we would use only two-colour printing, to cut expenses. I chose red and blue, which, when combined, gave a third colour—a weird kind of brown. The book was finally published in the spring of 1978: we shoved it along to make room in the fall of 1977 for Dancing Girls, my first collection of short stories. Not much effort needed: the stories were already written.

				The second project was the continuation of a comic strip published in a leftish outfit called This Magazine. My friend Rick Salutin from White Pine talked me into this one: he was a member of the magazine’s collective. My comic, Kanadian Kulchur Komics, was a mischievous satire: it starred a perennially gloomy Canadian anti-superheroine called Survivalwoman, who wears snowshoes and can’t fly. She sits on the curb a lot with a black cloud over her head. I published the strip under a pseudonym, Bart Gerrard, who’d been a newspaper caricaturist at the turn of the twentieth century. My strip took the piss out of just about everything, including myself, the United States, Canada, feminism (in the person of Womanwoman, a superheroine who wants to rename manholes), and our Canadian-culture anxieties. If you detect shades of Shakesbeat Latweed, you’d be correct.
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				The third project was another Jack the Mac leap into peril. His ambitions were never less than grand: this time he was going to publish a many-volume set called Canada’s Illustrated Heritage. Each volume would be by a different author. The texts wouldn’t be very long. McClelland & Stewart would provide the illustrations and the research, he assured me. It would be a snap.

				I agreed to take on the years 1815 to 1840. The volume would be called Days of the Rebels, as this twenty-five-year stretch included the 1837 Rebellion, which had as its aim a break with Britain and the formation of a republic. It was led by a short, red-headed firebrand and reformer named William Lyon Mackenzie, a passionate opponent of colonial rule and the political and social privileges of the tightly knit establishment “Family Compact.”

				This little book was a lot harder to do than I’d anticipated. I’d been speedy in the past as a writer-for-hire, but now I was hampered by baby-brain, as well as by lack of knowledge, though I did know a little about this period through The Journals of Susanna Moodie. After the failure of the uprising, William Lyon Mackenzie had escaped over Lake Ontario disguised in women’s clothing, though he’d returned years later, saying that the American republic was a lot more corrupt than he’d thought. But much slog-work was involved in writing this book. Carlyn helped, ferreting among dusty tomes in the library. Rick Salutin’s play 1837 was also useful. In the last scene, two men about to be hanged have a final exchange. One of them says, “We lost.” The other replies, “No. We just haven’t won yet.” A model for how to end a disaster on an upbeat note.

				Although the writing process felt like wading through a swamp, the effort was ultimately worth it. When I came to Alias Grace almost twenty years later, I already had a great deal of the background I would need.

				

				—

				I felt that babies should spend a certain amount of time in the open air, but we couldn’t leave Jess unattended outside for fear she would be attacked by our peacock. Several years earlier, Graeme had given me a pair of peacocks for my birthday. He’d been passing a peacock farm, and (sheepish grin) he couldn’t resist.

				Peacocks are a cold-weather species, and ours did fine in the winters. They palled around with the sheep and cows, brightened up the landscape, uttered unearthly cries that terrorized our overnight guests, and roosted on the roof beams of the barn. They must have felt safe up there, but one night the peahen was killed by a weasel. It slit her throat and drank her blood. Farms are not for the squeamish.

				We should have supplied the peacock widower with another peahen. The bereaved peacock came into season, fanning and rattling his beautiful tail and strutting about. Normally he would have displayed to a peahen, but there wasn’t one, so he displayed to the chickens. When they were unimpressed, he murdered them. We caught him red-beaked, and locked up the hens. His next target was the ducks, but they took one look at the garishly dressed lust-crazed flasher heading their way and escaped into the pond.

				Then the peacock made a momentous discovery: there was another peacock! It was living just behind a glass door panel on the sunroom. The sight enraged him. Uttering loud shrieks of defiance, he would poop on the porch—surprisingly large poops, part of the skirmish ritual—and fly full force at his hated rival, only to end with a whump as he hit the glass. Never mind! Next time he would be successful! More shrieks, more poops, more whumps. To keep him from braining himself we propped a door against the glass so he couldn’t see his reflection. This did not deter him. He knew that the evil second peacock was somewhere inside the house. He stalked the perimeter, peering in through any windows he could reach. It was unnerving to be sitting at the dinner table, peacefully munching, only to see a long neck with a tiny head on top of it rise up like a periscope and swivel to display a lunatic eye glaring balefully in, bent on destruction. But what could be done? Was he by this time so far gone that any peahen we produced would be torn apart by him?

				One morning he was no longer there. Nor was there any corpse. What had become of him? Was he wandering the moors, like Heathcliff or mad King Lear? Or had he just got fed up with us and flown back to the peacock farm? Or had he been murdered, with the murderer dragging the carcass off into the shrubbery and eating it? There were no telltale feathers.

			

			
				We Almost Lose Graeme, Again

				When the baby was not yet five months old, Finn the dog got his hind legs caught in a wire fence. Graeme went out with the wire clippers to cut him loose, and, in a panic, Finn grabbed hold of the nearest support item, Graeme’s head, with his large wolfhound teeth. Graeme finished wire-clipping, then drove himself to the hospital—twenty miles away—with the blood pouring down. Finn had missed his jugular by inches. Finn felt very guilty, and followed Graeme around for weeks afterwards with a hangdog expression.

				There I was on a farm, far from help, with an infant and a man who wasn’t immortal, however much we both sometimes thought he was. There were suddenly a lot of “what ifs.” “That’s it,” I said. “I’m learning to drive.” James Reaney, the absent-minded poet and playwright whom I’d known for years, was my inspiration. He’d taken lessons, and I’d gone for a drive with him. He talked to himself out loud the whole time: “Here comes an intersection. Stop! There. Stopped. Look left, look right. Nobody coming. Go across. Good! We’re across!” If he could do it, I could. I would be able to drive dog-bite victims and anyone else severely afflicted to the hospital in Alliston.

				My mother babysat her beloved new grandchild while I took driving lessons from a professional with nerves of steel. When my bad driving was testing those nerves, he chewed gum very fast. When I was doing well, the gum-chewing slowed. I took the whole menu: defensive driving, skidding in snow, black ice. There were a few episodes not calming to the family, such as me in our truck, heading downhill toward the house with the two teenagers yelling, “The emergency brake!” But despite setbacks, I got my licence.

				I bought a second-hand BMW. According to my sister, I was such a cautious driver that I was a hazard, since I was always on the lookout for drunks about to crash into me. I did go into the ditch once, but it was on a back road and I got out again. I also had an adventure on the Gardiner Expressway, a multi-laned affair that funnels cars at high speed into Toronto: something called the alternator ceased to function. But I survived.

				I tootled about in my little car, back and forth to Toronto to do business things. But then, once we moved back to the city and there was less need for driving, someone pinched my wallet with my driver’s licence in it from a change room in Macy’s during a New York visit, and I never got it renewed. I stuck the wallet-pinching incident into my 1988 novel, Cat’s Eye. Win-win: the thief got my wallet, I got a couple of paragraphs.

			

			
				Enter O.W. Toad

				Six months after Jess was born, I incorporated a company named O.W. Toad. I considered other names—Acme Paper Products?—but they were already taken. O.W. Toad is an anagram of my last name, as well as being a reference to Toad of Toad Hall, a notoriously bad driver. And no other corporations were called O.W. Toad.

				The incorporation was done on the advice of my accountant, Uncle Harry—Charlie Pachter’s uncle—a dapper three-piece-suited Canadian anglophile who really did say “old top,” like someone out of P.G. Wodehouse. When I’d started getting paid for my writing but didn’t know how to do the income tax, I would put all my records into a shoebox and send it to Uncle H. I was more organized than most of his clients, he said, leaving me to wonder about the sanity of the other clients. Now Uncle Harry felt that with several books, a few non-Canadian publishers, and more books on the way, I would soon be making enough money to justify forming a corporation. It would hold my copyrights; it would also live forever, unlike me. He was dubious about “O.W. Toad” as a name, but said, “At least no one will forget it.”

				Uncle Harry and I went to open a bank account for O.W. Toad. The bank person screwed up his courage to ask what O.W. Toad Ltd. actually did. We explained.

				“Margaret Atwood!” he cried. “My wife just loves your books!” (I wish I had a hundred bucks for every man who’s said that—meaning, “But I myself don’t read any of it, and I’d shoot myself first.”) “My wife is a big fan of The Stone Angel!”

				
					Me (a touch frostily): That’s Margaret Laurence.

					Bank Person (blushing): My wife will kill me.

				

				Next, I got a letter from the Canadian Revenue Agency, which asked, “Is there really a Mr. Toad?” At least one inquiring mind wished to know.

				Over the years, I have been gifted with a great many toads, most of them frogs. Windup toads, stuffed toads, ceramic toads, wooden toads, toad boxes, framed toad photos, beadwork toads, squeezy toads whose eyes bug out. Are they my familiars? And, if I’d known I was going to be so screamingly famous and that the company name would appear on the inside of each of my books, would I have called it that? Maybe not. But maybe.

				

				—

				Ever since I’d got tangled up in films and foreign contracts, I’d also needed a lawyer. Several had come and gone. Then I’d found Rosalie Abella, via Uncle Harry, who had an office adjacent to his. Rosie and I became instant friends; we also looked uncannily alike. (The short height, the dark curly hair—at that time she had a perm—the nose. Classic, I like to think.) Due to this resemblance, she once impersonated me on a plane. “The man sitting next to me asked where I got my inspiration for my books. We had a long conversation about that.” She was well equipped, being an early reader of my novels-in-progress. I like to have pre-readers who aren’t in the publishing business, since they aren’t assessing market potential, simply readability.

				However, Rosie, who had two small sons, soon left private practice to become a family court judge. The hours were stable, with no frantic calls in the middle of the night. Rosie was later to become a Supreme Court justice, well known for her principled decisions. As a child of Holocaust survivors, she was well aware of human rights, and of the horrors that the erasure of them could bring. She was also a musical-comedy fan and a collector of flamboyant kitsch. Once, at a gathering of lawyers, she introduced me while wearing a strapless gown and a rhinestone-studded bow tie. “My husband just loves your books,” she said. Embarrassed laughs from the male lawyers.

				Uncle Harry found me a replacement lawyer: Michael Bradley, a corporate law expert with a big firm. He’d been palling around with Harry because the two of them were involved in a project involving a film to be made in China. The details of this scheme were not clear to me, and possibly not to them. Michael was what other men would call “a stand-up guy”: normal, stable, family man. His father was more in my line: a pro piano player and musicologist who, as a young man, had played in the roadhouses where Al Capone used to make his deals with the Canadian liquor companies during Prohibition. The booze would be smuggled into the States via hidden compartments in cars, the floats on float planes, and a pulley cable that ran under the Detroit River.

				Michael knew nothing about publishing, but he plunged into the bewildering world of book contracts with energy and a certain amount of horrified disbelief. (“You can’t sign that!” “Who wrote this?”) He had an ongoing fear that someone would sue me. He found the wide world of writing weird, despite his quasi-bohemian father. One day he said, in all innocence, “I expect that Donwoods”—a well-known but discreet and expensive Toronto drying-out establishment for alcoholics—“is full of people of your profession.”

				“No, Michael,” I said. “It’s full of people of your profession. No one wants a drunken lawyer. Or brain surgeon. Or dentist,” I added. “So those folks need to hide their addictions. But for people of my profession, an addiction is practically a calling card. Dylan Thomas. William Burroughs. John Berryman. Faulkner. People expect writers and artists to be dysfunctional.” So true. What kind of a genius artist are you unless you’re a little deranged?

				

				—

				In the summers Larry Gaynor would revert to his carny persona, setting up a “joint” at local fairs and amusement parks. At his joint, you were supposed to hurl a ball and knock over a crazed-looking stuffed doll. While working at events near us, he’d stay in the dilapidated trailer Scott Symons had left at our farm, coming inside to use the bathroom.

				One morning I was doing a magazine interview. The reporter was there with his reel-to-reel tape recorder; his photographer was with him. Graeme was away. The three of us were sitting over coffee, working through the standard interview ritual, when Larry stalked in. He headed for the wall phone.

				“Klara,” he shouted into the receiver. Klara was his girlfriend, who lived in the city. “Klara! I’ve got crabs!”

				The journalists snapped awake. Not only did Graeme have another woman that he was phoning right in front of me, but he also had pubic lice! Why was I being so laid-back?

				“Well, I don’t know,” Larry roared. “I was in the shower, and I looked down at my freckles, and they were MOVING!”

				“Want some coffee?” I asked him. Then I noticed the scandalized though titillated expressions of the two journalists. “Oh,” I said. “You think this is Graeme! No, this is Larry.”

				Even better, they must have thought: I had another man on the string in the absence of my spouse!

				Larry scowled at them. “You have a problem?” he said, in his best biker manner.

			

			
				We Almost Lose Graeme. Yet Again.

				In December 1976, David Staines was visiting us at the farm, bringing more lobsters from Boston, as he had done several times before. (He claims it was I who persuaded him to come back to Canada, where he eventually became an esteemed Canadian literature expert.) It was cold, so we had fires going in each of the wood stoves. Then smoke started coming out of the ceiling in the living room.

				Alarm, but not panic. Graeme got a ladder and climbed up into the crawl space. Seems that the stove installers employed by the failed contractor had made a near-fatal error. The stovepipe that ran up through the roof was not insulated, and the hot pipe was touching a wooden rafter, which was smouldering. Smoke billowed out. David and I scuttled back and forth from the kitchen with pails of water, which we lifted up to Graeme. Coughing was heard. What would we do if Graeme passed out up there and the roof burst into flame?

				At last the fire was extinguished and Graeme crawled back out, quite smoky. We were saved for the moment: our house had not burned down in the middle of winter like Susanna Moodie’s. Graeme had survived yet another close call. But as Frances Hand always said, these things come in threes. What peril would be next?

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 28

			Life Before Man

			[image: ]

			
				Dear Inner Advice Columnist,

				I wish to consult you about the Three Mrs. Gibsons, which sounds like the title of a Sherlock Holmes story. Let me explain.

				I followed your earlier counsel, and now have a charming infant. Also, my partner’s divorce has finally come through: the ex-wife may have decided that resistance was futile, since she could no longer block me from reproducing. She did play one last money card: in aid of “the future of the boys,” we ended up—I ended up—buying a small house in Alliston as an investment, to be rented out and then sold to finance the boys’ higher education. Blackmail, but what can you do?

				However, a new problem has appeared. Once Graeme was divorced, I’d assumed we would get married and the baby would no longer raise eyebrows and questions when we were—for instance—crossing international borders. Yes, attitudes are softening now, toward the end of the feminist-activist 1970s, but not everywhere. In many countries, those examining my passport probably think I’m a slut.

				As for marriage, never assume anything. Graeme has now announced that he doesn’t want to get married because he’s already known three Mrs. Gibsons—his mother, his stepmother, and his ex-wife—and he doesn’t want to create another one. I could see this as a compliment of sorts—he doesn’t wish to add me to the sum of ambiguous Mrs. Gibsons because he views me in a better light—and in its way it’s hilarious.

				This decision of his has put me in a corner. Here I am, being praised by feminists as a role model for my courage in having a baby “out of wedlock” and also for holding out against the wicked patriarchal attempt to impose a married name on me against my will, whereas none of this was my idea at all. However, I can’t say that out loud: two of the Mrs. Gibsons are still alive, and broadcasting Graeme’s views on the undesirability of another Mrs. Gibson would not improve relations with the living ones. I hate being given five gold stars for my brave unmarried state—it’s like being handed a prize for a contest you haven’t entered—but there’s nothing I can do about it without adding more knots to an already knotty equation. This irritates me, and I smoulder with resentment. I am a sulker and brooder. Quick anger flare-ups and fast diminuendos are no doubt preferable, but I am what I am, and a certain chill has fallen over the household.

				Graeme specializes in self-involvement. He is his own primary object of contemplation. It’s one of the things his palm reading revealed, and a quality I value in him, as it means he never sticks his nose into my writing, being too wrapped up in his own. He doesn’t read anything of mine until it’s published, nor is he all that interested in the kinds of things I turn out. However, he seems happy that I’m focused on my own projects, despite my occasional—my habitual—failure to appear at the exact moment when one of his lovingly prepared dinners is ready, due to my absorption in my own logorrhea.

				However, he has noticed the creeping chill and has divined the cause. He has now attempted to soothe my injured amour propre by proposing to me—but who would want to marry a person who doesn’t really want to marry you, for whatever ludicrous a reason? He has also presented me with one of his most cherished possessions—a small, ancient Inuit carving of a white weasel, complete with black inset whiskers. He says it’s an Engagement Weasel instead of an engagement ring, though he eventually got me one of those too.

				The Engagement Weasel is very touching, but not something that can be easily explained in, for instance, newspaper interviews. (“An engagement what?”) It seems I must impersonate a rigid anti-marriage ideologist, which is contrary to the truth of the matter.

				I dislike being penned up in this ridiculous cul-de-sac. It’s eating away at me. Should there be a Revelation Scene, in which I whip off my smiley mask to reveal the enraged harpy within? Should I walk out? With a young baby? Not so easy; also, why should I mess up this child’s life by removing her from a father who adores her, as well as me? And if I do walk out, what a high-schoolish reason for doing so.

				I suppose that what I really resent is my loss of—as they say—agency. Also, the duped feeling that I bought a gold brick on spec that turned out not to be gold, though that purchase came from my own assumptions. Did the two of us ever truly discuss the future, apart from Graeme’s conviction that it would be permanent and wonderful?

				Can you tell me how to get out of my snit and back into a warm and companionate life?

				Sincerely,

				Irked and Mortified

				Dear Irked,

				Hahaha! Excuse me while I rearrange my face. Sorry. I must take this seriously.

				Harumph.

				You really think this is a life-shattering problem? Compared to murdered wives in dumpsters, and what’s going on in the wide world? Read the newspapers.

				It seems to me that your choice is simple. You love this well-meaning but egocentric guy? If not, walk. If you’re walking merely because of your umbrage, though, it seems a paltry reason to deprive a child of a devoted father. If you do love him, stay. Amor vincit omnia, to quote quite a few people, and I’d say an Engagement Weasel makes up for many other deficiencies. Anyway, do you want the dreaded ex-wife to have the I-told-you-so last laugh on the poor fellow? If you stomp on his heart like the ripped-out eyeball in King Lear, she wins.

				As for the snit, I suggest you take a round-the-world trip. Does wonders for snits.

				Sincerely,

				Your Inner Advice Columnist

			

			And so we did.

			
				Around the World in Quite a Few Days

				In early February of 1978, and in obedience to my Inner Advice Columnist, we began an around-the-world trip. Actually, it was in obedience to an invitation from the Adelaide Festival in Australia. Graeme had a special passion for Australia, as his mother had come from there and he had some cherished Australian cousins. He hadn’t been back since he was a teenager. He was very keen to go.

				I’d travelled with Jess since she was born, carting her around to literary events in Canada and the United States, but these were limited travels: the trip to Australia was of a whole other order. We found we could get round-the-world tickets for a low price, with pauses along the way. The trip would begin in Paris, then continue to Venice, Tehran, Kabul, New Delhi and Agra, Singapore, Perth, Adelaide, then back via Fiji and Hawaii. We thought the stopovers would help our twenty-month-old adjust to the time changes. We must have been crazed.

				My father said, “Don’t go to Afghanistan. There’s going to be a war there.” Sure enough, six weeks after our visit President Daoud and his family were assassinated, kicking off the chain of events that has lasted until now. How did my father predict this, apart from his readings in world history? “ ‘Afghanistan is easy to march into and difficult to march out of,’ as Alexander the Great remarked,” he added. “As I’m sure you know.” He was in the habit of telling people he was sure they knew things they didn’t know: it was his way of informing them without criticizing their intelligences.

				“What’s he talking about?” Graeme and I said to each other. There were no rumours of war that we could see, so off we went. Graeme took notes throughout our trip, and used them to write a money-generating piece for the women’s magazine Chatelaine—“Travels of a Family Man”—which concentrated on the joys and fatigues of a father voyaging with a toddler while the mother (me) was doing literary things. These literary things began in Paris, where Grasset had just published Surfacing, after a row between the translators, French and Québécois, over the details of the Canadian Shield country and the niceties of vocabulary. “But this is not French!” “Monsieur, it is the north woods of Canada, it is not the Bois de Boulogne!” Also in Paris, I got a black eye due to a mishap with a toddler-held bedtime storybook, and arrived in Iran wearing a piratical black eyepatch. We were allowed in anyway, though we had some trouble with our hotel reservation—due, we realized later, to our failure to bribe the check-in clerk.

				Despite Iran’s economic boom and the crowds of businessmen doing deals in the hotel lobbies, the people of Tehran were noticeably grumpy. Graeme—always more psychic than me—had terrible nightmares about the Shah’s secret police, who had a brutal reputation. We had lunch with Ken Taylor, the boyish Canadian ambassador. “How do you find Tehran?” we asked, pausing only to rescue our child, who had toppled into the goldfish pool. “It’s fine,” he said, “but there’s not much going on.” Eight months later, as the Shah fled and a violent revolution swept Iran, Ken was to risk death and achieve international hero status by orchestrating “the Canadian Caper”—hiding six members of the American Embassy in the Canadian one, then disguising them as a Canadian film crew so they could escape.

				Graeme didn’t mention in his Chatelaine piece the two men who came up while we were having tea on the hotel terrace in Kabul. They were from the Canadian Embassy in India, and were looking for a Canadian who had disappeared into the Afghan prison system, never—I fear—to be heard of again. But he did note the child-friendly attitudes we discovered in Iran and Afghanistan and Singapore. He also recorded the fact that we had to cram ourselves into multi-mirrored hotel bathrooms to write because the bedroom itself held a sleeping child. He described the beauty of the Afghan landscape, the weirdness of the cramped zoo in Kabul where a single elephant eye peered out through a knothole, and the shrouded women with fashionable shoes peeking out from under their hems.

				In the market I bought a chador—the long garment for women with a mesh opening to see through—and tried it on. Inside, it was stuffy, with limited vision. The merchants were amused at the sight of a Western woman wearing this outfit: relations with visiting foreigners were friendly enough then, though two British women had just been shot dead for wearing scandalous bathing suits while swimming in a lake they’d thought was unobserved. There were no public images of women. We met a young translator who showed Graeme his wedding photo album: no women in it, even the bride. But I was never bothered for not being fully covered: different rules for foreigners, and it was winter and I had a coat with a hood, so my shameless hair was not showing.

				We took a car trip from Kabul to Jalalabad down a two-lane switchback road through the mountains, a route that duplicated the nineteenth-century British retreat in which all were killed except for one man left to tell the tale. You could see why they’d fared so badly: all the Afghans had to do was climb up above the troops, fire down on them, and roll stones on them. After several millennia of invasions, including by Alexander the Great, the Afghans had developed excellent defensive skills.

				The roadside was littered with burnt-out cars that had gone over the edge. This was alarming. “Why are you driving so fast?” I asked.

				“We need to be back before dark because of the bandits,” the driver replied. He slowed down when our toddler threw up her orange juice onto his upholstery, however.

				In Jalalabad, Afghan archaeologists were digging up statues of Buddhas with Greek features: Afghanistan had long been a cultural and political crossroads. At that time, three huge embassies were located in Kabul: those of the U.S.S.R., China, and the United States. Each wanted to be the dominant power there, each was showering gifts upon the Daoud regime. But controlling Kabul was far from controlling Afghanistan: warlords and tribal headmen ruled their own territories, and nobody knew how many people actually lived in the country, since many passed back and forth through the mountains between Afghanistan and Pakistan. When the U.S.S.R. got involved in the 1978 civil war, it was predictable that the adventure wouldn’t end well for them. Similarly for the United States. Alexander the Great was right: hard to march out.

				After the publication of The Handmaid’s Tale, people often asked me whether the book had been “inspired” by my exposure to the treatment of women in Iran and Afghanistan. Only partly, I replied: the so-called West does not lack its own inspirations for such things, although they’ve taken a different form.

				We flew from Kabul to New Delhi on a U.S.S.R. plane: hard seats, large and angry female flight attendants crammed into miniskirted uniforms designed in the 1960s. When they ordered us to purchase a wooden matryoshka nesting doll—“You buy!”—we hastened to comply, lest we be shoved out the window. They were quite muscular. In Agra, where we were visiting the Taj Mahal, Jess—surrounded by adoring girls in bright saris—learned to climb stairs. It was there that we ran out of disposable diapers. The hotel was sympathetic, and provided squares of cloth made by cutting up a bedsheet. Unfortunately, they were starched. In Singapore, the female servers in the restaurant were equally attentive to our blonde, curly-headed child. Could they take her back to the kitchen to show the others? Certainly. Bursts of amazed shrieking and laughter. When they brought her back, everyone was pleased, including her. “You bend her hair?” they asked.

				Once in Australia, Graeme was enveloped in pitying sympathy from both women and men because he had to “take care of the kid” while I was onstage. How demeaning to have a performing wife. Then we returned to Canada across the Pacific. What I remember from Fiji, apart from the good humour and the child-friendliness, is a boat trip we took upriver. On the boat was a beer-filled Australian who was teaching the Fijian driver the following song:

				
					I’m a suitcase, I’m a suitcase, I’m a suitcase through and through,

					But I’d rather be a suitcase than an old bag like you.

				

				Now that I myself am an old bag, I find this less amusing than I did then.

				

				—

				The round-the-world trip put the dilemma of the Three Mrs. Gibsons behind us, or so I thought at first. Once we returned to the farm, we discovered that the next-door farmer with whom we’d boarded our three remaining cows had eaten them. He had also departed for destinations unknown, since his wife had run off with the high-school music teacher and his own farming business had fallen through. We went to court to get restitution for the value of the cows, and found that his farm was actually owned not by him, but by his skinflint of a father. The county judge found the situation comical, and could barely keep a straight face.

				“So help me to understand this.” (Suppresses a snicker.) “This person ate your three cows?”

				“Yes, Your Honour.”

				“I see.” (Pauses while he gets himself under control.) “Actually ate them? Three whole cows? Must’ve been hungry.”

				“Well, he disposed of them somehow, Your Honour. They appear to be no longer alive.”

				We won.

				

				—

				After a spring and summer on the farm and in the north woods, we crossed the Atlantic on the Queen Elizabeth 2 in the fall of 1978. There was nothing that Graeme liked better than ships, so he was all in favour. To pay part of our costs, I wrote a magazine article about the voyage for Toronto Life magazine. Dutifully I went everywhere on the ship, jotting notes about the endless meals, the jogging track with huffing and puffing runners, the slot machines and blackjack tables, and the floor shows with high-kicking dancing girls. There was a dress-up party with a 1920s flapper theme, for which I improvised a costume. However, when my piece appeared in the magazine, it was illustrated with a drawing of the QE2 populated with cartoon creatures as close to Mickey Mouse in his earliest, most rat-like form as you could get. For those unfamiliar with the slang, mickey mouse means woefully passé. The young editors clearly felt that this Atlantic-crossing thing was beyond square: I suspect they’d conned me into writing about it so they could blow it up.

				We stopped in London to visit Graeme’s brother, Alan. He’d graduated from the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School with top marks, but as he was six-foot-six with a Canadian accent, the only parts he could get were giants, criminals, and idiots, so he’d become a film and television director instead. In this role his height was an advantage: he never had to raise his voice. We had lunch with Alan, his wife, Kate, and the poet Ted Hughes and his wife, Carol. Ted was the widower of Sylvia Plath, whose poems had so impressed me back in 1963. The second partner, Assia, had taken her own life, like Sylvia. Alan launched into an account of his time in Bristol, mentioning the well-known Clifton Suspension Bridge there, “with Victorian ladies jumping off it,” when it occurred to him that suicide might not be Ted Hughes’s favourite subject. “But their skirts opened like parachutes and they just floated down,” he improvised. (This actually happened in one case.) Ted seemed not to notice, and continued tranquilly eating lunch.

				On this trip I also met with my English agent, the stunning Vivienne Schuster, of John Farquharson—a small firm located in the Inns of Court. Phoebe-the-Agent had realized that the whole world was too much for her—she would confine herself to selling my books in North America, while Vivienne and her partner, Vanessa, would do England and Everywhere Else. They were off to a moderately roaring start, but it would become much more roaring later. An inquirer recently said, “The magnitude of your fame at this time is a bit hazy to me.” That’s okay, honey, I thought: it was a bit hazy to me too. Yes, I’d published three novels and some stories and half-a-dozen volumes of poetry, but I was not exactly ablaze with glory.

				

				—

				Our final destination was Scotland, because Graeme was the first Canadian to be chosen for the Scottish–Canadian writers’ exchange set up by the Canada Council and the Scottish Arts Council. The program eventually fell apart because Canada didn’t understand that the reason Scottish writers might want to participate would be to meet other writers, and also publishers. Most of these were to be found in Toronto and Vancouver, but Canada, struggling as always with disgruntled regionalism and aspirational fairness, deposited the Scottish writers in places that only Canadians had ever heard of, such as Fredericton, New Brunswick.

				The Scots, on the other hand, went all out. Graeme’s version of their largesse was that he never had to buy his own first drinks. The Arts Council had rented a flat for us in Edinburgh’s New Town, across the Dean Bridge from Edinburgh Castle. It was on Randolph Crescent, which had its own park and, even then, was on the posher side. However, central heating hadn’t yet penetrated: the hall was so dank and cold that moss was growing on the walls. We used to run through it on our way to the warmer rooms. I got bronchitis.

				Each of the rooms had a hot-oil radiator that plugged into an electrical outlet. In the main bedroom—where I wrote—I had a choice of two possible combinations: the electric heater and the electric typewriter (but no light), or the light and the typewriter (but no heat). Most of the time I chose the second option, writing with frosted fingers while swathed in a comforter, taking pauses to plug in the heater to add a little warmth to the gelid air.

				Graeme was having adventures. The Scots took him to a football (soccer) game—Welsh against Scots—where you had to wear rubber boots because there was no washroom, beer was being drunk, and halfway through the game rivers of piss flowed downhill. The Scots were waving cardboard thistles, the Welsh were waving cardboard leeks. (“What do the English wave?” I asked a Scot. “Copies of The Times,” was the answer.) The Welsh won, got drunk, and lay on the sidewalks, singing in harmony. The Scots lost, got drunk, and shoved one another under buses. The Scots have always had a reputation for being fighters: in the First World War, the Germans called them “the ladies from Hell” because of the kilts, and “the poison dwarves” because they were short but deadly. The last thing you wanted was a bunch of Scots jumping into your trench, because it might be the last thing you would ever want.

				Graeme was sent to several remote places to visit schools, including Shetland, where he was present for Up Helly Aa, a Viking fire festival, which culminated in the burning of a funeral-pyre ship. At its beginning, everything was dark. Then lights flared upon the spectacle of teams of costumed men marching through the streets. Graeme had been expecting Vikings, and there were some of those; but there were also teams of Mickey Mice and Donald Ducks and Elvis Presleys. What did it mean?

				I too shared in the pan-Scottish experience. With Rick Salutin, we took a car trip around the western, northern, and eastern coasts. I was still coughing, and used to go into bed-and-breakfast bathrooms to do it, but the coughs travelled through the pipe systems into all the other bedrooms. Scowls at breakfast: it was obvious who the cougher was.

				Along the way we visited some standing stones, some no longer standing. Rick sat down on one of them. Then he stood up. “What’s that on the back of my pants?” he asked.

				“It used to be a slug,” I said.

				

				—

				Big Larry Gaynor visited us in Edinburgh, having time on his hands. We’d joined something called Mums and Tots: a sand table, modelling clay, a reading corner, games. The mums brought biscuits and made tea to relieve the tedium. One week, Larry volunteered for Mums and Tots. The mums were happy to see him, since toddlers can get a little boring. What activity would Larry like to supervise? Larry chose the reading corner. Surrounded by an eager group of small faces and eavesdropped upon by the mums, he dove into the kiddie book on offer, changing the plot to suit himself. “One bright, sunny morning, Little Rabbit Bun-Bun went down to the Dingly Dell and poured himself a big glass of Scotch. Glug, glug, GLUG, went Little Rabbit Bun-Bun. Let’s have more!” The mums all snapped to attention: this was something new. They sidled closer, eyes gleaming.

				Every Mums and Tots session ended with us all standing in a circle and acting out a song. It went like this:

				
					Stand up high as tall as a house,

					Crouch down low as small as a mouse,

					Then pretend you are a drum,

					And beat it like this, a rum-tum-tum!

				

				Gamely, Larry took his place in the circle. “Stand up high as tall as a house…” Up went Larry’s arms, and up went his woolly jumper too, revealing his big hairy tummy. Wordless sensation among the mums.

				“Crouch down low as small as a mouse…” Larry made the effort. With a rending sound, his pants split right up the back.

				For weeks after that, the mums would ask me, plaintively, “Where’s yer large Canadian friend, then? When’s he comin’ back?”

				

				—

				All this time I had been writing away at my novel Life Before Man. I wanted to call it “Bloodlines,” but that title had already been used for murder mysteries and books about horses. We went through fifteen titles: either you have the title almost immediately, or you write down a list of all possible titles and start eliminating them. Why Life Before Man? One of the narrators is a paleontologist specializing in dinosaurs. All the running around I’d done in the Royal Ontario Museum as a child was now coming into play.

				By spring I’d finished the novel, and wanted to send it to Phoebe-the-Agent. She would deal with the publishers; except for McClelland & Stewart, they were now different ones. The stylish and smart Nan Talese, who’d recently been working with Dan Green at Simon & Schuster, had abandoned ship, having been headhunted by Houghton Mifflin. Some time before, Phoebe-the-Agent had had a terminal dust-up with André Deutsch, and Diana Athill had been unable to repair the damage. Phoebe had taken me to the tall and beautiful New Zealander ex-model Liz Calder, then at Jonathan Cape. Liz was among the first of the young women to be hired for a top editorial position by an established U.K. publisher. It would shortly become a wave.

				Meanwhile in the United Kingdom, where so far my novels had only appeared in hardcover, the paperback rights had been picked up by a new outfit. Virago Press was a small openly feminist company run by the formidable Australian Lebanese toughie Carmen Callil, along with the sensible and restrained Harriet Spicer, the passionate activist Ursula Owen, and the cute, blonde, quietly determined, tactful, and Canadian Lennie Goodings. I’d visited them at their office in Soho, above a seedy massage parlour. Men in raincoats eyed you as you went up the stairs, either hoping or fearing that you might be one of the masseuses.

				The office was in one big room. All operations were carried out in it. “Carmen,” I said, “a number of other new publishers have folded. How come you haven’t?”

				“We lick our own stamps,” she replied. Meaning: everyone does everything, including the washing-up. Lennie Goodings later wrote a memoir called A Bite of the Apple, in which she implies in the most understated way that things could get tense among them. Tears in the washroom.

				In other publishing news, I now had not only a Norwegian publisher, but a German one. A young editor, Dr. Arnulf Conradi, had just arrived at Claassen in the Foreign Translations Department. On his desk was a pile of new books. He chose one at random. It was Surfacing.

				“We must publish this book!” he exclaimed. And so they did.

				In preparation for my first German book-tour adventure, I hired a German youth studying at the University of Edinburgh to help me brush up my awful German. At the end of our lessons, he said, blushing furiously, “Would it be all right if I asked you a personal question?”

				“Certainly,” I replied, thinking: Oh no, he has fallen for my mystic charms. I must be kind but emphatic.

				“Is there any chance…would it be possible…I know it’s a lot to ask.”

				Here it comes, I thought. I must prevent him from going down on his knees.

				“Do you think maybe I could buy a little, a very small piece of wilderness in Canada?”

				“Without a doubt,” I said, exhaling. “There’s a lot of it.” The Germans are noteworthy for their infatuation with the Canadian wilderness.

				I’d also hired a young Canadian history student called Peter Boehm to help with the fact-checking for Life Before Man. Peter was later to become a Canadian diplomat, and intersects my story again, but at that time he was going back to Toronto for Christmas and I was not. I gave him a list of questions. Is there a phone booth on that corner? If not, was there one in 1970? The novel was a three-hander: a man with a significant other and some children, his estranged wife who is pursuing other romantic interests, and the young woman paleontologist who becomes entangled with them. Each tells his or her side of the story. When the book was published, it created some problems for those members of the Bookmen’s Club in Toronto who were reviewers: Shirley was a member of that club. “You were a lot nicer to Shirley in that book than she was to you,” said one of them. “It’s fiction,” I replied.

				Once Peter Boehm and I had verified all the phone booths, I took the manuscript to the main Edinburgh post office to send it to Phoebe-the-Agent in New York, first-class airmail. “Oh, you can’t do that,” said the middle-aged postal clerk.

				“Why not?” I said.

				“It’s far too dear.” (Meaning expensive.) He’d clocked me as a poverty-stricken student. I spent half an hour telling him what was in the package and why it had to go quickly, until he relented and allowed me to pay the higher rate. He was kindly trying to save me money, as a clueless North American lassie like me clearly did not know the value of a pound.

				

				—

				We were present in Edinburgh for three noteworthy events. First: it snowed. Only an inch, but it brought the city to a standstill, especially since the “gritters”—those whose job it was to spread sand on the snow—went on strike. “Oh, it hardly ever snows, but when it does, the gritters always go on strike. They never get the chance, otherwise.” Second: The truckers also went on strike, so the supply of fresh vegetables and other foods dried up. We were reduced to Brussels sprouts, baked goods—the Scots loved their scones—and salmon. Graeme improvised many salmon and Brussels sprouts dishes. Third: A train tunnel on the line between Edinburgh and London fell in, killing two workers. This made us feel yet more cut off, with a dwindling supply of Brussels sprouts.

				Aileen Christianson came to one of the Brussels sprouts and salmon dinners. She worked at the University of Edinburgh, rode around on a bicycle wearing a leather helmet, and volunteered at a rape crisis centre. She also provided our toddler with something she yearned for: a braid. The braid was made of wool, and tied on around the head. Jess was thrilled.

				Aileen was to prove essential to the writing of my novel Alias Grace, but that was fifteen years in the future.

			

			
				It’s Me Again

				
					Dear Inner Advice Columnist,

					Sorry to bother you. I realize that your time is taken up with best friends who get drunk and throw up at weddings, controlling mothers-in-law who rearrange wives’ lingerie drawers, and foot fetishists afraid to practise openly on subways, but there is another matter that has crawled out of the festering swamp of my psyche and is yammering for attention.

					We are back at the farm after Scotland, and I have brought up the subject of a second child. I would like one, but Graeme has said that a total of three is enough for him: he’s been doing the dad thing since he was twenty-five, and he’s now forty and some. He no longer has the energy. So, no.

					This is a disappointment to me. I must always have felt that two children was the right number for me. I feel deprived, resentful, and disrespected. I could get pregnant on the sly, as it were, but that would be highly dishonourable. Anyway, I’m not sure I could afford two; neither of us has a job, and as we already know, I would lose interest in writing for two years, so we would see a hazardous decline in income.

					A chill has descended over the household once more, and I’m getting restless feet. Am I being unreasonable? Yes, I am, but I can’t seem to stop feeling this way.

					In distress,

					Peeved and Woeful

					Dear Peeved,

					Oh, for heaven’s sakes! Count your blessings. Some people don’t know when they’re well off. Many would give the shirt off their back to have your luck in men. Suck it up. Cherish your child. Get another cat.

					Your Inner Advice Columnist

				

				I did attempt to suck it up, though that was easier said than done. I did cherish my child, however. But I didn’t get another cat.

			

			
				We Really Almost Lose Graeme

				Here comes the scary part.

				For some time, Graeme had been aware that he had a duodenal ulcer, but—his story—he didn’t want to go to the doctor because the doctor would tell him not to eat, drink, and smoke things he wished to eat, drink, and smoke. He was surfing the periods of stomach discomforts and hoping for the best. He had a high tolerance for pain.

				The other story: Graeme was intensely connected to all parts of his life. The physical, the emotional, and the intellectual were joined together. He seemed to be able to will himself better when he was sick, and vice versa. Did my wordless distancing from him cause his illness? Don’t rule it out. In any case, you will see that after the events I am about to describe, I wouldn’t have been going anywhere soon: Ms. Fixit and her Florence Nightingale inclinations wouldn’t have allowed it.

				In November 1979, after Life Before Man had been published, I was in Windsor, Ontario, doing a book event for South Shore Books. When I got back to the hotel afterwards, a message from an unknown number was waiting for me. I called back, and Peter Pearson, my film-script collaborator and by then our next-door neighbour, answered. Graeme was in the hospital in Alliston—in the operating room right now. His duodenal ulcer had ruptured, spewing stomach acids into the abdominal cavity. He had managed to put Jess to bed and had then stuffed himself down behind the sofa: he was in great pain, and that was the only position in which there was some relief. He had tried to telephone for help, but the people who shared our party line had taken the phone off the hook: they didn’t like their phone ringing so much because of us.

				Luckily, our live-in babysitter, Leanne Hayes, came downstairs and found Graeme. She must have been psychic. In fact, she is psychic, and later became a professional card-reader. Leanne too could not phone out. Since she couldn’t drive, she bravely ran a quarter of a mile up the road, in the pitch-dark, in the rain, to the neighbouring farm. Peter had rented the house of the vanished cow-eating farmer, where he was living with his wife and baby son. He called an ambulance, then went with Graeme to the hospital. He was awaiting the result of the operation taking place at that very moment. It was touch-and-go: another hour and Graeme would have been dead. Peter would call me back when the operation was over.

				Nothing to be done: there was no way out of Windsor, Ontario, at that time of night. No planes, no trains, no buses. I filled up the hotel-room bathtub, got into it, and waited.
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			I stayed in the Windsor hotel-room bathtub for over an hour until Peter called back. Graeme was still with us on this earth, he said, though he was not conscious and was a peculiar shade of green. Nothing would be improved by me trying to get to Alliston in the middle of the night: I should just carry on, and turn up when Graeme would be awake and able to recognize me.

			Next day I sleepwalked through another book event at A Different Drummer Books in Burlington. What might Graeme need in the hospital, besides a toothbrush? I had asked Peter. A dressing gown, he said. But how big? Luckily, one of the bookstore owners was very tall, so I took him shopping with me and he tried things on.

			“I think your husband would like this one,” said the shop assistant.

			“Oh, this isn’t my husband,” I said. The guy gave me the fisheye—why was I buying a dressing gown with a man who wasn’t my husband?

			Graeme spent six weeks in the hospital. As expected, he developed pleurisy and pneumonia. He had to have a spigot hammered into him to release the fluid around his lungs: he found this interesting. (“Just like a beer barrel,” he said.) Graeme’s long-time friend from Poland, Eve Zaremba, came to the farm to help me out, chopping wood and feeding the animals and generally saving the day. I drove back and forth to Alliston in my small blue car with our three-and-a-half-year-old daughter. Graeme was weak but comfortable, since they had him on a heavy narcotic painkiller. I realized how narcotic when I found him sunk in an admiring trance.

			“Look at that painting on the wall!” he said. “What depth! What meaning!” The painting was an undistinguished depiction of a dull, brownish, muddy country road.

			“What are you on?” I asked.

			“Demerol,” he replied, “and it’s lovely!” I recommend it for art critics.

			Graeme let Jess eat his Jell-O and his custard, both of which she found delightful: she wasn’t used to such things at home. He showed her the scar where they had sewn him up, and reassured her that everything was all right. This became her first memory of her father: treats in a hospital, but also a sewn-up body and an atmosphere of muted peril. For several years afterwards, she would creep into our room at night to make sure we were still breathing.

			When Graeme finally returned home, he was quite feeble. “What would you like to eat?” I asked.

			“A bowl of lime Jell-O,” he said. In his right mind, he would have run from such an item in horror.

			“You’re not better yet,” I said.

			

			—

			Over the next few months, as Graeme recuperated, it became clear to us that we could no longer stay on the farm. We’d added an entryway and a washing machine, we’d built a writing cabin that we shared, we loved the farm in many ways, but Graeme was no longer his vigorous physical self and would not be up to the work, at least for some time. The deciding factor was school: our daughter now wanted to attend one. She’d been part of a little playgroup run by Suzanne Vachon Pearson, Peter’s wife and the mother of Jess’s play pal De Beauce, but the kids were outgrowing it. To attend a real school, she would have to spend a couple of hours a day on a school bus. It did not sound fun, or even healthy.

			Graeme still had part of his Scottish time remaining—he hadn’t used up the full year covered by the fellowship—so when he was well enough to travel, he set out across the ocean for some concentrated writing time. He was working on the novel that became Perpetual Motion, which takes place in the nineteenth century on a farm a lot like ours, in a farmhouse that’s almost identical. The book foregrounds illusions and self-deceptions—a Gibsonian theme—but with sins against Nature added, such as the wholesale slaughter of the passenger pigeons.

			The protagonist of the novel, Robert Fraser, is convinced he can build a perpetual motion machine. Perpetual motion was a preoccupation of those times: if you invented a machine that would run forever without any extra input of energy, think of the fortune you’d make! Robert becomes so absorbed in this project that he neglects his family. There were many other things in the novel as well—tall tales of the kinds you used to hear in rural communities, and actual events, such as the digging up of a giant mammoth bone. Was the perpetual motion machine a metaphor for Graeme’s own writing, especially the obsessive writing of Five Legs?

			Graeme spent a lot of his Scottish time on the Isle of Skye, where he went to local folk song-and-dance shindigs, watched gid-ridden sheep fall over in the rain, and wrote me lonely letters. Meanwhile, I was investigating Toronto real estate: if we were to move, we would need a place to live. Graeme didn’t want us to sell the farm—for several years he had a dream of returning to it—so we would rent it out. Thus we couldn’t splurge on anything very extravagant in Toronto.

			Once again, Charlie Pachter came to the rescue. By 1980, he was in full-blown house-renovation mode, buying up derelict properties in the rundown area on Queen West, near Grange Place, where he now lived, and turning them into attractive dwellings. He’d even opened a hot-spot restaurant called Gracie’s, with every room given a look based on an area of Toronto. One of them was furnished with discards from his parents’ house, including his mother’s lamps, the ones he’d decorated with steel wool some twenty years before. He had a row house available on Sullivan Street in Chinatown, near the Art Gallery of Ontario, that might suit us: three storeys, two bedrooms, a tiny workspace on the third floor for me. Having looked at other options, I took it. There would have to be two work rooms, I said, so Charlie added a room at the back.

			At the same time, Charlie was finally producing his astonishing serigraph edition of The Journals of Susanna Moodie. Of his first reading of the book, he wrote: “It was a fateful moment. I was so stunned by its beauty and power that I realized that every early Atwood folio I had done up until now must be a rehearsal for this.” He’d made the prototype illustrations back in 1970; the thirty images were completed within a year, but no publisher was willing to take it on then and he couldn’t get a Canada Council grant to publish it himself. (He never got a grant: the only money he made from the council was when he sold its rejection letters.) But in 1980, he worked with two Spanish printmakers to produce 120 copies in a boxed edition. There have been several reproduction versions since then, but nothing can replicate the strength of colour of the silkscreened originals.

			

			—

			That spring, I was on a piecemeal tour in the United States for Life Before Man. I made a quick hop to Los Angeles, where Phoebe-the-Agent took me on a local adventure, as she liked to do when I was in L.A. over the years. Once, it was disco dancing; once, it was indoor roller-skating—we went to a rink, laced on the skates, and tottered out onto the concrete, only to find that athletic young men wearing Mercury hats with pink satin wings on them were whizzing past us, backwards, at the speed of light. “Phoebe, we need to get out of here,” I gasped as we clung to the guard barrier, “or we will die!”

			This time it was a drive-in hot tub. You paid, went into a cubicle, and got into the bubbling tub, where you could dial up music and order drinks. We were happily seething away when we both had the same thought: Who had been in there just before us, and what had they been doing? We shot out of the tub like corks from a champagne bottle.

			Phoebe elected to come with me on the trip to the airport for my return flight, and it’s a good thing she did. The limo broke down; smoke came out. This being before cellphones, we got out and hitched. Chances were slim on the L.A. freeway at rush hour, and I was resigning myself to missing the flight, when along came a taxi, and it stopped. We hopped in. The back seat was smeared with chocolate icing: the driver had just been delivering a giant cake to Mercedes-Benz. Phoebe recognized the accent of a New York taxi driver.

			“I bet you can’t get us to the airport in twenty minutes,” she said.

			“Oh yeah? Watch me!” And off we went.

			I was in time for the plane. After all that stress, Phoebe felt I needed a relaxing pill, so she gave me one to take when onboard. It was a Quaalude, fashionable at the time but unknown to me. I became very relaxed. Half an hour into the flight, we turned around and went back to the airport: something was wrong with the engine. I wobbled off the plane. What to do? It was now quite late. I had an important appointment the next day at the farm. I managed to find a flight via Vancouver and Chicago. As we approached the airport, the flight attendants started ripping up the carpet in the aisle.

			“What are you doing?” I asked lazily, in my relaxed state.

			“The wheels won’t go down,” they said, “so we have to kick them down from the inside.”

			It’s nice to have mechanical skills, I mused. Am I about to die? I also mused. But I wasn’t too worried about it: the Quaalude delivered as promised.

			

			—

			I made it to the farm in time for my rendezvous, which was with the New York photographer Tom Victor. It was for People magazine, a triple A on the wish lists of publicists. I’d worked with Tom before in New York, but he said that for this shoot he wanted to come to the farm. That was fine, I said; but I neglected to tell him that there would be a couple of feet of snow. So there was Tom, hopping around with snow up to his knees, wearing his city shoes. I still remember his advice to me: Never do a photo shoot right after you get up, you’ll be puffy. And: Your left side is your best. Still true.

			Tom and I were pen pals for a while, but suddenly we weren’t. What had happened? I asked around. Tom had been swept away by the first wave of AIDS, when talented artistic people, mostly gay men, were dying in hordes. This was before any effective treatment was available. The shock hit a lot of us very hard.

			
				Rats, Cockroaches, Lice, and Kittens

				Graeme and I left the farm that summer. This was sad for me, but sadder for Graeme: he’d loved feeding the animals on a frosty fall morning, cutting wood, baling hay, all of that. But because we weren’t selling the farm, his departure from it could be gradual. I knew I would miss my garden, which I doubted that anyone else would take over. I would miss hunting for fiddleheads by the Boyne River. I would miss the frog-song in spring, the crickets in fall. But already that countryside was changing. Farmhouses were turning into weekend getaways, a Honda plant would soon be built in Alliston, and within a year or two interest rates would shoot up to 20 per cent, bankrupting old farming families who had been talked into taking out loans. The Mennonites survived: they didn’t borrow in order to buy new tractors. For many years afterwards I had dreams about the farm. The house was falling down or under threat, or strange people were living in it. It was, after all, a haunted house. There was something dark about it.

				We moved our belongings into town in stages. Jess and I stayed in the Toronto house while Graeme shuttled back and forth with the green truck. Naturally, the rumour mill had it that we were breaking up. On the contrary.

				There were some disadvantages to living in a nineteenth-century row house: the cellar walls were permeable, and cockroaches wandered in. I sprinkled Borax along the baseboards so they would ingest it and explode. They liked to go into the warm dishwasher and lay eggs. When it was turned on, they would hurry out through the handle at the top, single file, and I would whack them.

				One evening when Graeme was away and Jess was asleep, I heard a scuttling underneath the kitchen sink. I peeked in: it was a gigantic rat. I closed the door and went in search of a weapon. The only thing I could find was a spray can of watercolour fixative: it had a poison label on the front. I opened the door a crack, and sprayed. After an interval, I looked in.

				The rat wasn’t unconscious, as I’d hoped. Instead, it was high as a kite. Eyeballs pinwheeling, it rushed out, ran partway up the glass kitchen door, fell to the floor, and went screaming off into the cellar, never to be seen again.

				

				—

				We’d enrolled Jess in a preschool run by some New Agers. That winter, our scalps began to itch. Must be the dry weather, I thought, until word came from the school: they all had lice. I too had lice, and used the prescribed shampoo. It was while trying to get the nits and tangles out of Jess’s long, curly hair that I made up Princess Prunella and the Purple Peanut, my first alliterative kids’ book, as a way of distracting her. The peanut started as a purple pimple, but Anna Porter, by then the publisher of her own house, Key Porter, at whose request I had written down my story, felt that some people who really did have purple pimples might be hurt, so the purple object morphed from animal to vegetable.

				

				—

				Jess longed for a kitten. We had been staving this off by saying we couldn’t have cats because of our mouse. This animal had been picked at random out of a cageful of experimental mice by my brother, and presented to our daughter as a present. The mouse, though it had escaped the centrifuge, was not grateful, nor was it satisfactory as a pet: it bit people, went round and round on its exercise wheel, and made bad smells.

				One day two small boys were visiting. They inspected the mouse.

				“This mouse is dead,” they said.

				“No, it’s not,” Jess said.

				“Yes, it is.” It was.

				I thought there would be tears, but there were none. The mouse was given a burial in the small backyard, with hymns. It was heard squeaking in the air as it made its way to heaven. The grave was opened—it wasn’t there! In reality, said Graeme, some soil had fallen on top of it and covered it up. Next question: Now that the mouse was dead, could we get a kitten? No way out. Graeme said we should get two, so they could play with each other.

				One kitten was short-haired and black, the other was grey and fluffy. They were duly named Blackie and Fluffy by Jess, and dressed up in dolls’ frocks and bonnets. They were not supposed to go outside in this gear for fear of bonnet string strangulation, but sometimes they escaped, and Blackie could be seen leaping from rooftop to rooftop wearing a dress.

				

				—

				It was soon clear that I would not be able to write in the small third-floor cubicle. Its size was not the issue: I was used to small. However, there were no doors, sounds from below came right up the stairwell, and anyone entering our bedroom had to pass right behind me, which broke my focus.

				For a time, I rented a space in a building on Queen Street West. At first glance it seemed fine, but below it was a store called Ring Audio that sold speakers and turntables, and their test room was right underneath. As I was plunged deeply into whatever I was writing, up through the radiators would come the finale of the 1812 Overture, with cannons, or Aretha Franklin singing her highest notes. Eventually I bought a little house on Manning Avenue, a brisk half-hour walk along Queen Street. I divided the house, rented out the first floor, and wrote on the top floor, a bright open space. On the second floor there was a little kitchen, a room that was used as an office by the first part-time assistant I hired in Toronto—Melanie Dugan, a friend of my sister’s—and a front room that, if not actually haunted, was close to it: nobody ever wanted to go in there.

				

				—

				One day, George Payerle came to visit. We’d known him since his early Anansi days as a young writer. He was a founding member of the Writers’ Union of Canada, and was large, bearded, outspoken, emotional, and huggable. Marian Engel later said that she’d had him in mind when writing Bear.

				George was in a state. He’d just come from an upsetting visit with Margaret Laurence—she was drinking a bottle and a half of Scotch every day, and that was too much. We all knew Margaret drank—she would be sweetness and light in the morning, but as the day wore on, she would get drunk and write angry letters, and make even angrier phone calls in the middle of the night.

				“I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” I said to George.

				“We have to,” George implored. “Her blood will be on our hands.” That was an appalling notion: Margaret had saint status in Canada at that time. The Stone Angel—which I’d read in 1964, when it came out—had been a breakthrough book. She was perceived as a kind of presiding den mother. How to prevent her from dying of alcohol?

				Against my better judgment, I made a how-can-we-help phone call to Margaret’s daughter, Jocelyn. “Mum’s a drunk,” she said. “You can’t change it.” Jocelyn told Margaret’s best friend, Adele Wiseman, about this call, and Adele then told Margaret. The two of them had a Shit List of bad people, and I shot to the top of it. Margaret never confronted me directly, but made scurrilous phone calls about me to others, saying what an evil being I was. In addition, she was pissed at me because I had declined to write two laudatory articles about her novel The Diviners, thinking that one was enough. But when she got a cancer diagnosis and stopped drinking, Margaret turned back into Nice Margaret again, and patched it up with me.

			

			
				The Writer and Human Wrongs

				Just a year after we’d moved into the Sullivan Street house, we found ourselves participating in a Toronto conference in aid of Amnesty International called The Writer and Human Rights. Many international writers were present, including Eduardo Galeano, Wole Soyinka, Nadine Gordimer, and Susan Sontag. The Pinochet government in Chile (1973–1990) was still imprisoning, torturing, and murdering; the Berlin Wall was still up; the Argentine generals (1976–1983) were still in charge—by the end of their reign, thirty thousand people would have been murdered by them. One of their hallmarks was baby-stealing: pregnant women earmarked for elimination would be kept alive until their babies were born. Then the mothers would be tossed out of a plane into the ocean and the babies would be given to a general or affiliate. The child of a murdered mother would be raised by her murderer. My knowledge of these events was a direct influence on The Handmaid’s Tale.

				In my own keynote, I said:

				
					The subject we have come together to address is one which increases in importance as the giants of this world move closer and closer to violent and fatal confrontation. Broadly put, it is: What is the writer’s responsibility, if any, to the society in which he or she lives? The question is not a new one; it’s been with us at least since the time of Plato; but more and more the answers of the world’s governments have taken the form of amputation: of the tongue, of the soul, of the head.

					
						
							[image: A poster for The Writer and Human Rights. It features an illustration of a Pegasus emerging from clouds.]
						

					

				

				Joined at the hip with the Amnesty event was our involvement in PEN, an international writers’ organization standing for Poets, Playwrights, Editors, Essayists, and Novelists. The Canadian branch had been bilingual and based in Montreal, but due to the separatist movement the francophones wanted an all-French chapter, so it had been decided to move the anglophones to Toronto with the name PEN Canada. I’d been asked to head it up. Naively, I’d said yes, thinking there was something to head. In fact, they had no money, no staff, and very few members outside Montreal. I asked Graeme’s old friend the playwright Eugene Benson to help me out. Armed with nothing but postage stamps and our telephones, Gene, Graeme, and I set about creating a membership, with an emphasis on “writers in prison”—people who’d been imprisoned for their writing. After we had a membership, we would need to raise some money, but we hadn’t yet figured out that part.

				

				—

				PEN Canada was not the only organization I was helping to raise money for. When I was doing some Swedish death cleaning lately, I came across a plaster cast of my face. I can’t remember why it was made, though I remember the experience: lying on a table, my face covered with Vaseline, straws up my nose, waiting for the thing to harden.

				I had several copies of it, and used one of them for a noble cause. Jack the Mac, now chair of the Writers’ Trust, had decided to rescue the organization from its precarious financial position by throwing Great Literary Dinner Parties. (These always lost money.) One year Graeme and I couldn’t attend, so I made an effigy of myself—dressmaker’s stuffed dummy, a long black gown of mine from the 1970s, Victorian boots, a wig, and the plaster-cast face affixed at the front. I equipped my double with a tape recorder, which—when the button was pressed—would play my voice, saying things like “Nice weather we’re having” and “Thank you so much.” The imposter would sit at a table and people could come and talk to it. At the end of the evening, Jack auctioned it off. It was bought by a man who’d had one glass too many. He hoisted it over his shoulder, carted it off, and flung it into the back of his car, upside down, feet up. He drove off, but was stopped by the police, who’d seen the legs and thought he was kidnapping a woman.

				

				—

				All this time I must have been writing, as I see that I published my fifth novel, Bodily Harm, in late 1981. I must have finished it very quickly, after we got back from Scotland in the spring of 1980, and delivered it in the spring of 1981, which means it took me a year. My first novel, The Edible Woman, had been written in less time.

				This novel was set on an island very like Saint Vincent, which Graeme and I had now visited many times. The book had various dark deeds in it, and part of it was based on real-life things that had been happening in that region. Parrot-smuggling, for instance: a brisk, illegal trade was going on. And political upheavals. I got my information about the Saint Vincent parrots from Dr. Kirby, an ornithologist and friend of James “Son” Mitchell’s, and my information about the Saint Vincent political situation from Son himself. He told me about a law proposed by the Saint Vincent government that would allow people to be arrested on suspicion of being about to commit a crime—a law that could easily lead to wholesale roundups of political enemies. Son was in the opposition at the time; he was not yet the prime minister.

				Son told me all this on his little boat, on which he, Graeme, our daughter, the crew, and I sailed down the Grenadines until we reached Grenada. It was prudent not to land, said Son, as there had been a Marxist–Leninist revolution there in 1979. He also said I should write a novel about some of the things he’d been telling me, so I did. My U.S. publisher told me that three years earlier, Bodily Harm wouldn’t have been accepted for publication, as it had a cancer survivor in it and cancer had been unmentionable. But now, she said, the subject was marginally permissible, and at least my heroine didn’t have terminal cancer.

				In Canada, Jack the Mac had made an arrangement with Jack Cole, head of a chain of stores that sold stationery, Coles Notes for students, Beautiful Canada calendars, and paperbacks. Cole had sneered at the idea of what would now be termed literary fiction—he wanted to sell only books that people would buy, he said. Jack the Mac persuaded him to give hardback fiction a whirl, which is how I found myself in a Coles store, in a mall, in a Winnipeg suburb, on a Tuesday afternoon. No one was in the store. No one was even in the mall. I sat at my little table with my modest stack of books, unwanted, rejected. Finally, along the central mallway came a man. He walked. He walked more. He was coming into the store. At last—a customer. He walked right up to my table.

				“Yes?” I said, dimpling.

				“Where’s the Scotch tape?” he asked.

				“I think it’s at the back,” I replied.

				In the United Kingdom, I went to Manchester and Glasgow with Virago’s Lennie Goodings on a train. In the Manchester bookstore window, there I was, side by side with Margaret Thatcher. The bookstore event in Manchester was surprisingly good, the dinner was memorably awful. It rained. In Glasgow the bookstore event was almost non-existent. It rained.

				On the train, Lennie told me how, when she was a college student, she had almost drowned when a giant rubber raft was making a tourist test run down the Whirlpool Rapids of Niagara Falls. There had been high rainfall, and the Niagara Falls sluiceways had been opened to lower the Lake Erie water level, unbeknownst to the tour operators. The rapids were twice as rapid as usual, and the raft flipped, trapping four people underneath it and drowning them. Lennie had been thrown clear and found herself swirling about underwater. “I refuse to die in such a stupid way,” she told herself. Kicking for dear life, she made it to shore, battered and bleeding, and dragged herself onto a beach. A middle-aged couple was walking their dog.

				“Excuse me,” said Lennie, “but is this the Canadian side or the American side?” Her uppermost thought was that she didn’t have her passport. How could she get home?

				“The Canadian side,” said the couple, and continued walking their dog. Canadians. So polite. With Lennie’s permission, I turned the whole thing into a short story called “The Whirlpool Rapids.” It’s all true.

			

			
				Scarlet Ibis

				On one of our Caribbean trips we went to Trinidad, home of the Asa Wright Nature Centre, famous among birders. We saw a multitude of hummingbirds and the bearded bellbird, and glimpsed the dancing of the white-bearded manakins on their lek sites. Jess, just turned four, was with us. Graeme’s birding skills had shot ahead of mine, since small children have a well-known intolerance for sitting still, especially when grown-ups are peering through binoculars at little brown jobbies invisible to the naked eye. (“Where is it?” “On that branch. You can’t miss it.” “What branch?” “That one. The one right in front of you.” “There are twenty branches right in front of me.” If this kind of thing goes on among adults, imagine the frustration for kids.) So Graeme would go off birding and I would do child things.

				But there was one birding experience we could enjoy as a family—no wading in swamps, no thrashing through the bushes, no chiggers or poison ivy, and birds big and colourful enough to entrance a small child—the evening boat trip down the mangrove-lined Caroni River in the Caroni Swamp and Bird Sanctuary. As dusk approaches, hundreds and hundreds of scarlet ibis fly in to roost on the islands in a large lagoon, with the setting sun lighting them up like Christmas tree ornaments. It’s a breathtaking sight, and should you do it yourself one day, you will remember it for the rest of your life. If, that is, you survive the trip. That possibility was called into question soon after we set out.

				Such a thing wouldn’t happen now: we have been there since, and the boats of today are solid—metal or fibreglass—and more than seaworthy. But at that time, the boats were long and low and made of wood, and the one we were in was quite old. Ten minutes into the trip we bumped a submerged log, and the rotting boat sprang a leak.

				Not just a leak: more like a hole. Water wasn’t seeping in, it was welling in. The boat’s operator didn’t want to turn back, calculating that we could get there, witness the scarlet ibis, and get back before his passengers were up to their armpits in Caroni Swamp water. They might have wet legs, but the boat would still be afloat and he would get his fee. We ourselves weren’t so sanguine about the possibility of a safe return. Graeme and I started bailing, using pop cans. We couldn’t keep up with the inflow. It was now moot whether continuing or returning would be preferable: surely we would sink either way.

				Then one of our fellow passengers volunteered. She was a large, cheerful Mennonite woman; she said she would sit on the hole, plugging it with her rear end. This she did, and the breach was temporarily stoppered. She continued to sit on the hole in the boat during the scarlet ibis viewing—which was as spectacular as we’d hoped—and then all the way back to the landing, along the darkening river. She—or part of her—must have got quite cold. This was taking Mennonite community service ideals to a new level. Once we’d reached the landing stage, our rescuer was helped from the boat, dripping from behind. She was thanked and applauded.

				“What a woman!” Graeme exclaimed with enthusiasm. This was one of his highest forms of praise.

				

				—

				In February 1981, the Bathhouse Raids shocked the city of Toronto. Gay activity was still illegal then, so the Toronto police took it into their heads to simultaneously raid four bathhouses and round up naked men. There was a large protest rally—perhaps Torontonians were finally internalizing Pierre Trudeau’s quote from the 1960s: “There’s no place for the state in the bedrooms of the nation.” As far as I was concerned, this was a civil rights issue. When people say “rule of law,” they fail to add that the laws must be just and fair. Hitler’s Nuremberg Laws were laws. Stalin’s show trials were trials. Neither was just and fair, and anti-gay laws that allowed the state to violate private and consensual spaces were not just and fair either. At the instigation of Charlie Pachter, the promptings of my inner long-time Amnesty International member, and the ghost of my 1956 high-school poem about the Hungarian Revolution, I spoke at the rally.

				I am often called upon to support Just Causes. Writers everywhere are, for a couple of reasons. First, you can’t write a novel about people in a society without registering degrees of inequality. Second, if you are a self-employed writer, nobody can fire you; you have a freedom to speak that isn’t available to people with employers. For which reason, writers are also usually among the first to be imprisoned, exiled, or shot by repressive regimes: they are just too ornery and mouthy.

				So there I was at the Bathhouse Raids rally. “What have the police got against cleanliness?” I asked. Nothing like an ingenuous straight gal asking a simple question.

				

				—

				In late spring of 1983, we took my no-longer-young parents, Margaret and Carl, to the Galapagos. Jess was seven, Carl was seventy-seven. My parents relied on scopolamine patches to counter their seasickness. The trip was run by Marylee Stephenson, whose dog, Toric, we had dog-sat at the farm. She was an avid nature photographer and birdwatcher; we’d frequently gone birding with her. She appears, by proxy, in a story of mine called “In Search of the Rattlesnake Plantain.”

				The ship was a small motorsailer. There were only twelve guests. The cabins were tiny and hot: Graeme elected to sleep on the map table upstairs, where it was cooler. The guide was a magic person called Pépé Salcedo, who knew everything, and who took our daughter swimming around a coral reef and broke open a sea urchin for her, conjuring up schools of tropical fish.

				It was in the Galapagos that Darwin had his huge insight into adaptive evolution. The several species of Galapagos finches—“Darwin’s Finches”—each had a bill specific to what it was eating. Carl thought he was in heaven: Darwin’s feet must have stepped upon this very beach. The birds were tame, and sat on Carl’s head. He was even more transported when we were back on the Ecuador mainland, in a cloud forest partway to Quito. So many huge blue morpho butterflies. So many giant katydids. As for the beetles, Carl was filled with wonderment. “I never thought I would see this,” he’d say, as each new treasure scuttled into view. My mother skipped merrily across the top of a waterfall: she was having the time of her life. This trip was proof that there was a dance in the old dame yet.

				An ominous forewarning note: “You should keep an eye on your father,” Pépé said to me. “There’s something not quite right.”

				“Maybe it’s the anti-seasick patches,” I offered.

				“No. It’s more than that.”

				

				—

				That summer, up at the lake, we rebuilt the dock: my brother and Graeme, with Carl supervising. An Australian filmmaker, Michael Rubbo, was there too: he’d talked me into letting him do a documentary about me. To ensnare me, he said three things: (1) It won’t be the standard author film—here’s my typewriter, here’s me smoking my pipe, here’s my library. (2) If you let me make this film, nobody will ask you again for a long time. (3) You’ll be glad to have the footage of your parents…later. All three things came true.

				I was a frustrating subject for Michael. He wanted me to take him, his assistant director, and his heavy equipment on a canoe trip, which he would shoot. A dubious plan: not only did he find the Canadian trees “creepy,” he had never paddled a canoe. “Michael, no,” I said. “You will die.” Also, he had the idea that all the crises in my novels came from childhood trauma, or else my deep dark Freudian unconscious. In vain did I point to the history of the novel, its observations of real life and social conditions. He was having none of it.

				Finally, I said, “So if you had your druthers, what would you want?”

				“You’d have a screaming breakdown,” he said, “so I could film it.”

				“That’s not likely to happen,” I replied.

				When Michael had finished, he did a little celebration dance in the woods and whacked his foot against a tree. “I’ve broken my ankle!” he cried.

				“Walk down to the end of the dock and put your foot in the water,” Graeme said. “It’s cooler there.”

				“No, it isn’t,” I said to Graeme, as Michael dutifully hobbled away.

				“I know,” said Graeme. “I just wanted to see if he could walk.”

				Nevertheless, there is my mother in Once in August, making an apple pie, just as she used to. I never realized what a strong Annapolis Valley accent she had until I saw her on film.

			

			
				Mary, Queen of Scots, Sabotages My Novel

				Graeme and I wanted to take some writing time at a key birding spot in England. After some research, we decided on the north coast of Norfolk, where there were mud flats, marshes, hides, and birds blown over the North Sea straight from Siberia.

				But how should we find a house to rent? “Ask Xandra,” said Liz Calder, my editor at Jonathan Cape. “She has a vicarage in Norfolk.” Xandra Bingley was a reader for Cape: she read incoming manuscripts, assessed them, and recommended them to editors, like one of the monologists in her own story collection, Strangers Who Talk. She had what art dealers might call “a good eye,” translated in the book world as “a good ear.” Xandra invited us to stay at the vicarage in Norfolk, and helped us find another vicarage in Norfolk. She also helped me source a used typewriter, which had a jamming L—giving me sentences like “I ove you ots and ots.” (Sometimes it was a jamming N.)

				Xandra had grown up on a gentry farm during the war, with a horsey mother—“She thought I was a pony, and could be trained like that.” She was resourceful, and kind and helpful, but with a touch of—I won’t call it wackiness. Let’s say originality. In her youth, she’d worked for MI5 in an office position, but they’d trained her in MI5 fashion: “I can kill with my thumbs.” In the 1960s, she’d worn white go-go boots and briefly dated Henry Kissinger. She’d married a scion of a peerage-wielding family who wrote poetry. That marriage hadn’t lasted.

				The vicarage we rented had been a fourteenth-century leper hospital run by nuns, though only shreds of the original building remained. It was in the coastal village of Blakeney, near Cley—pronounced either “Clay” or “Cliy,” depending on class (which was which?). Since we were Canadians, we had no class, and could talk to anyone without being tagged as pretentious snobs or lumpen proles. Blakeney had been a thriving cross-Channel port for centuries, but trade had fallen off and the river had silted up. The church was oversized, considering the present-day population. Our vicarage had a sitting room, a dining room in which we never dined, a kitchen, and several bedrooms. It was chilly—when the wind blew from the North Sea the carpets rippled, even with the windows closed—and it was also haunted, said the locals. There was said to be a headless woman in the kitchen, some nuns in the parlour, and a jolly cavalier in the dining room. The house was owned by an actual vicar who lived in London, and we had occasion to ask him about these ghosts. “Haha,” he laughed. “Have the locals been telling you stories?” He then said that he set no store by the headless woman, as the only person who’d ever seen her had been an American looking for ancestors, “and you know what they’re like.” He had no opinion about the jolly cavalier, but his mother had once seen the nuns in the parlour. Graeme said that he “almost” saw them—a feeling as if they would become visible at any moment.

				We did have a visit from a jolly cavalier. He’d wandered out from the nearby pub to relieve himself in the shrubbery, had got lost, and had found himself in our dining room. We set him straight, and he staggered out into the night.

				We also rented a little cobblestone fisherman’s house—two up, two down—as my writing space. It had a flagstone floor that was always cold. For heat, it had an Aga cooker in the kitchen and a little fireplace in the room where I wrote; this was supposed to be fuelled with a mixture of sopping wet wood and coal, but I never got the hang of it. I’d sit with a lot of sweaters on and my feet on the floor, tapping away at the typewriter, unjamming the L or N. Then I’d rush back to the vicarage in time for after-school fun and put my feet up on the fender, where Graeme would have a cheerful fire going. I got chilblains in my toes. These happen when your cold feet are heated too quickly and the capillaries burst. Your toes get very itchy and turn purple. It helps if you put Vicks VapoRub on them.

				What I was writing was a novel. It had too many characters and too many time periods, in addition to which I didn’t have a good grasp of the plot. I began spending less and less time working at it and more and more time reading historical romances left behind by summer visitors. Mary, Queen of Scots, was a never-ending fascination. Did you know that when her head was severed from her body and the executioner tried to pick it up to display it, her red wig came off? And that her little dog ran up under the skirts of the corpse and wouldn’t come out? Oddly, the romance writers never included these details. Then there was Jean Plaidy’s Gay Lord Robert—Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, a favourite of Queen Elizabeth the First. Robert may have had his wife, Amy, pushed down the stairs so he could marry the Queen. If this was his plan, it didn’t work. Meanwhile, Graeme was having similar problems with his own novel. It must have been the spirits of those nuns.

				

				—

				As well as not writing, we did a lot of birdwatching. At low tide, vast solid mud flats stretched out into the North Atlantic. Little creeks flowed across them as seawater followed gravity. One morning, the three of us were walking on the flats in our rubber boots, the green wellies so beloved of the English, when we came to one of these creeks. Graeme’s wellies were tall enough so he could wade across, but Jess’s and mine were not, so he carried us over.

				A lone English male birder was watching. “Well, I guess men are still good for something, anyway,” he said morosely.

				

				—

				A few weeks in, I received a message to call home. My father had had a stroke while turning onto Highway 401 from the Avenue Road onramp. The car had gone across six lanes of traffic before hitting the guardrail. There they’d sat, my father stunned, my mother frantic: she couldn’t drive, and there was no way of calling for help. Luckily, a nice young man came to the rescue and somehow got hold of an ambulance. The stroke wasn’t a major one, they thought, but perhaps it wasn’t the first. Had he been having mini-strokes while on our trip to the Galapagos? It seemed likely.

				I heard all this while standing in a chilly payphone near our Blakeney house. The landlord had a lock on the phone: you could receive calls, but you couldn’t call out. Someone was using the phone booth to store potatoes, so I had to clamber over them to insert my coins.

				Several days later, I was able to talk with my father. They’d looked at his brain, he said. “There’s nothing in there.” He laughed. He sounded fine; though as so often after such events, he was never as fine as before.

				My brother the neurophysiologist, cross-appointed to Toronto General Hospital, said to me, “I know the brain guys, so if anything ever goes wrong with your brain, call me first.”

				I said, “If anything ever goes wrong with my brain, I won’t be able to remember to call you first.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 30

			The Handmaid’s Tale

			[image: ]

			In early 1984, my journal shows me alternating between belief in the novel I was writing—called, by now, Eccentric Flints—and confusion about it. I’d tried keeping a journal earlier, but I wasn’t good at it. What was a journal for? I’d wondered. If for my inmost thoughts and emotions, those were better left unrecorded. A record of momentous or dangerous times, such as the Black Death or Stalin’s purges, might be useful to historians later, though not to the author: such accounts often break off in mid-sentence as the journalist succumbs to microbes or is arrested by the KGB. Prison diaries are of interest, but I was not in prison. Daily life? “Went for a walk.” Why would I wish to immortalize that?

			In Blakeney, however, I began keeping a record, to cheer myself on while writing the novel. I counted pages: “Wrote three, typed two, threw out five,” and so forth. I would write several pages in my semi-legible cursive, then type what I had written, trying to decipher my own scribbles. I kept my list of pages at the back of the journal while using the front to set down details of daily life. For instance, our visit to the Black Sheep wool emporium, where we bought a record of sheep singing “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep,” with, on the verso, the conclusion to the 1812 Overture done with chickens and cows. I recorded minor accidents—we all got pinworm—and ghost interactions. At least one of our many visitors had a scary experience in a crypt.

			By February, I had over two hundred pages. I also had an inkling that I was merely thrashing around. I’d had this experience before, with the hopeless Nature Hut: rolling the stone up the hill, chasing after it as it plummeted down, rolling it up again. Laborious work but going nowhere. There were tasks like this in folk tales: carrying water from the well in a boot with a hole in it, guessing the names of weird little capering men, though that can happen in real life too. My distrust of my own novel grew. Another one was now moving in to replace the dog’s breakfast I’d been pegging away at for so long.

			“Who am I?” asked this new book. Who, indeed?

			

			—

			As I’ve mentioned, there are two ancient Greek gods of art: Apollo, whom you invoke for help with harmony, beauty, and lyre-playing; and Hermes, trickster, patron of thieves, revealer of secrets, and opener of doors. Hermes is the one you invoke when you’ve slammed headfirst into a stone wall. I sacrificed an egg. He did not disappoint. The hidden door swung inward, revealing a mystery within an enigma.

			“Really?” I inquired of the fleet-footed but cagey deity.

			“You asked,” he said, smiling ambiguously. “This is the answer.”

			“Won’t people think I’m off my rocker?”

			“They think that anyway. You might as well go for it.”

			

			—

			The novel I turned to was one I’d been considering off and on since 1981. I’d tried it out in my writing room on Manning Avenue, but had shelved it because I thought it was too weird, even for me. A future United States that was a totalitarian theocracy? Surely not. However, the book had continued to percolate.

			It was initially called Offred. This was the name my central character had been given when forcibly enlisted in the ranks of the Handmaids—fertile, divorced, and therefore Biblically sinful, women assigned to elite older men in order to bear children for them and their wives, just like the handmaids of Rachel and Leah in the Bible. Offred was renamed when assigned to a Commander named Fred. (“Commander,” as in “Commander of the Faithful.”) We are never told what Offred’s real name is, though readers and television scriptwriters have since decided that her name is June. They made this decision because “June” is mentioned in the first chapter while real names are being whispered among the Handmaids, but the name “June” never occurs in the book again. I’m happy with the readers’ choice: it makes sense.

			I arrived at Offred’s name by writing down a lot of male first names and putting of in front of them. Names in several languages are formed this way—some add son at the end, as in Anderson. Some put De or Von or Van in front, which may indicate a name or a family, and often has an association with nobility. Then there are Mac and Fitz, meaning “son of.” Such prefixes and suffixes indicate descent through the male line.

			Of has more meanings: the place you come from, belong to, or are owned by. In Offred it is primarily the latter: a Handmaid is owned, temporarily, by the man whose offspring she is expected to produce. And, unlike Ofbob or Ofarthur or Ofkevin, it’s just one reversed re and an extra e away from offered, a word used—Biblically and otherwise—for gifts given to deities, including animal and human sacrifices. “Thou shalt make a burnt offering to the Lord….”

			Offred, unlike myself, is very interested in journaling. She records her journal from a place of safety that may or may not be temporary, and hides it in case she is hunted down and caught. It is a prison journal, and—as in Black Death accounts—a record of a mass catastrophe as experienced by one person. Like Robinson Crusoe’s journal, it is also a description of day-to-day routines. It has something in common too with the samizdat writing that was smuggled to the West during the Cold War, literature that could not be officially published but was privately passed from hand to hand, as with—for instance—Malaparte’s Kaputt, which would certainly have got him in trouble if it had been intercepted. At the back of my mind were Job’s messengers, who come running to Job to report that his wealth has been destroyed and all his children have been killed. “I only have escaped alone to tell thee.” For a story to survive, it must be passed to another storyteller. That’s where banning and book-burnings come in: they break the chain.

			Offred is sending a message to the future, but who will read it, and will it be intelligible? I’m guessing that some of these models and questions were running through the head of George Orwell in the 1940s as he was creating Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Winston Smith, so tempted by creamy paper and pen and ink that he plunges into his self-destructive writing. Who is it for? he wonders. If the present, no one will be able to read it, and if the future, no one will understand it. Then there is the account of his life and times written by Robert Graves’s Emperor Claudius in his two-volume 1930s saga, I, Claudius and Claudius the God. Claudius wants to set down the truth about what was really going on during the first decades of the Roman Empire: someone should finally know what awful people his relatives were. He realizes there’s a high risk that his post-mortem paper voice may be destroyed, or may never be found, but all such journalers run this risk, and so does Offred.

			
				Origin Story #1

				People have asked me repeatedly—and especially since the American elections of 2016 and 2024—how I came up with such an unthinkable idea. Though the idea has become less unthinkable by the minute.

				In 1981—just after the Reagan election in 1980, when we were already living on Sullivan Street—we were having a party. Graeme’s old friend Eve Zaremba was there. By that time, she was part of the feminist collective that was putting out Broadside magazine, so she had her ear to the what’s-up-with-women railway tracks. That ear was especially fine-tuned, since she had escaped from Poland during the Nazi takeover and had witnessed the effects of Iron Curtain Soviet rule on that country. As we were standing beside the dining-room table, she said, Did I know that the religious right was on the rise as a political force in the United States? Was I aware that they wanted to shove all women back into “the home”? Barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?

				How do they intend to stuff them in there? I mused. Now that women have jobs and money of their own? Simple answer: Remove the jobs and money.

			

			
				Origin Story #2

				I’d never written a sci-fi or speculative-fiction novel. What’s the difference? The granddaddy of sci-fi is H.G. Wells, with his big-brained and cannibalistic Martian aliens who invade Earth—a scenario unlikely to happen. The granddaddy of speculative fiction is Jules Verne, with his submarines and balloon trips around the world. In his time, such things were considered eminently possible. Nineteen Eighty-Four, too, is eminently possible. So is The Handmaid’s Tale. They are both speculative fictions.

				I’d read tons of utopias both literary and actual, up to and through the nineteenth century, when people thought the world was vastly improvable with new technologies and systems of government. I’d also read tons of dystopias written during the twentieth century, during which utopian had become a pejorative term. Utopias had gone out of fashion after the First World War and the slaughter in the trenches, and especially after the Second World War, which had killed even more people and in which two of the major combatants, Germany and the U.S.S.R., were utopias that had gone pear-shaped.

				I was a teenager in the 1950s—the golden age of Ray Bradbury, John Wyndham, John Christopher’s The Death of Grass, and more. I’d read Nineteen Eighty-Four in a cheap paperback version with lots of cleavage on the cover. I’d read I, Robot. I’d even read Penguin Island by Anatole France. Point being that I knew the form, and also its pitfalls. In my small book on sci-fi/spec-fic called In Other Worlds, I’ve said that utopias and dystopias are joined at the hip: every utopia contains a little dystopia—the dreadful state of society before the implementation of the utopia, the dreadful state it might relapse into, the exiled or non-living status of those who don’t agree with the regime. And every dystopia contains a little utopia—a past remembered as golden, a corner or gateway through which escape is possible. I call this double-sided form “ustopia.”

				Characteristic of the ustopia is a period of chaos that has allowed a strong take-charge administration to gain power. There is usually an embedded narrative explaining how the current state of affairs came about, and explaining also the thinking behind it. Above all, a ustopia, like any other fiction, must be consistent with its own axioms. “A” cannot be both itself—a world containing talking cabbages—and “Non-A,” a world in which all cabbages are merely coleslaw in raw form. Would I be up to handling the challenges? I wondered.

			

			
				Origin Story #3

				Earlier, in the chapter called “The Handmaid’s Tale, The Prequel,” I mentioned Perry Miller and his course on the seventeenth-century Puritan theocracy of New England. To that, I add: Ex nihilo nihil fit. Nothing comes from nothing. The Puritan theocratic idea didn’t disappear altogether during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. No country arises from a blank slate. The Aztecs and Mayans, when they wanted to build a bigger pyramid, did not tear down the pre-existing one: they simply built the newer one on top. Russian Czars had an extensive secret-police network, and, after the Revolution, the U.S.S.R. improved upon it. And so forth.

				So, in answer to the question I asked myself—if the United States were to have a totalitarian dictatorship, what form would it take? What flag would be waved? I decided that it would be a supposedly Christian theocracy, with the Bible altered and quoted to suit the aims of the regime. I add that core Christianity has nothing to do with the Gilead of The Handmaid’s Tale: No loving your neighbour like yourself, no doing unto others, no kingdom of God is within. Just plain old self-righteous power-hunger and repression.

				

				—

				Toward the end of March 1984, we moved from the chilly vicarage in Blakeney to West Berlin. I’d been invited to West Berlin on a DAAD scholarship—the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, or German Academic Exchange Service, for people coming from elsewhere. It existed, we suspected, to entice academics and artists into West Berlin, where people felt isolated. There were lots of empty apartments then, since not many people wanted to live there: it felt too precarious, encircled as it was by the impenetrable East German Wall. Every Sunday, the East German Air Force made sonic booms, just to let us know they were ready and waiting.

				There was a disproportionate number of angry old ladies—no doubt survivors of dead husbands, and also of the mass rapes that had taken place when the Russians swept into Berlin at the end of the Second World War. (War enables mass rape—so much temptation, no legal restraints that can be enforced, and anyway the targets are the enemy—but the Russian brutality was mandated and extreme. Anything female was raped, including toddlers and grannies. Many were also murdered.) There was also a disproportionate number of young men in West Berlin: you didn’t have to do draft service there. But there were very few young families. So the DAAD had lots of choices when selecting living quarters for their guest artists.

				We were allotted a second-floor apartment near the centre, on Helmstedter Straße. This street had been bombed: old house, new house, new house, old house. Our flat was in an older block. When I saw the Fritz Lang film M, starring Peter Lorre as a child murderer, I immediately recognized the location in which the anxious mother awaits her little girl: she stands on the rear balcony, used for hanging out laundry. Our apartment had an identical balcony. We also had a sitting room, a dining room, a kitchen, a small bedroom and a larger one, and another small room that may once have held a maid. There was a large metal safe in the sitting room. Who had lived in this flat before the war? What had they kept in the safe?

				I rented an electric typewriter with a German keyboard. This was not as much of an impediment as it would have been if I’d known how to touch-type. I worked at the dining-room table when we weren’t eating on it. Offred—soon to morph into The Handmaid’s Tale—was coming hazily into being. So far it was just a foreshadowing: a possibility of a possibility.

				We explored the city, went to the museums, visited art galleries. Jess and I got our ears pierced; she’d been agitating for a while, and I’d said it couldn’t be done until she realized that it would hurt, so no complaints, and that she’d have to take care of the piercings. I got my own ears done at the same time so I could gauge the level of pain. We went to the KaDeWe—the biggest department store—and a massive blonde Valkyrie staple-gunned our ears. It hurt a lot. Neither of us complained.

				I was reading Klaus Mann’s novel Mephisto—about the Nazi takeover—and brushing up my German with the help of a strict tutor: “You will hear this on the street, but don’t say it! It is wrong!” But I wanted to know what they were saying on the street. I copied down ads from the U-Bahn subway trains, and strange words—fußpilz, literally “foot mushroom,” for athlete’s foot—and got her to help me translate them. Jess picked up German quickly, since children are foreign-language sponges, and I sent her shopping with Graeme so she could translate. This stood her in good stead when she studied German in earnest later.

				

				—

				Who could resist a peek or two, or three, behind the Iron Curtain? Not us. It was easy for us as Canadians to go to East Berlin, though not easy for Germans. We took the S-Bahn past several closed-off subway stations, and got snarled at by surly East German guards at the border, where we were forced to exchange Western currency for Eastern Deutschmarks that couldn’t be changed back. There was nothing we could spend our Eastern money on except ice cream (peculiar), chocolate (foul), and copies of Karl Marx and Lenin. The East Berliners were helpful if asked for directions but otherwise kept their distance, and no wonder: we now know that every fiftieth person was a spy, ratting on their neighbours, so interacting with Westerners could be a health hazard for them. It was safe for the Ossis (Easterner) to talk to children, however, so our daughter got a lot of smiles and cheek-pinchings: “Ach, die kleine Engel! Wie süß!” (“Oh, the little angel! How sweet!”) They were much nicer to kids in East Berlin than in the West, where children tended to be shouldered aside by the angry old women.

				We were invited to Czechoslovakia by the Canadian Embassy on a cultural exchange. We stayed in a “good” hotel. When showing us to our room, the bellboy made the Quiet sign—finger to lips—and pointed to the chandelier, meaning that it was bugged. Then he beckoned us over to the entranceway. “Want to change some currency?” he whispered.

				In Prague, Graeme went in search of Franz Kafka, whose work had been suppressed by the regime: with its senseless governments and brutal and arbitrary punishments, Kafka had been too close for comfort. If we said “Kafka,” people hurried away. There was a young man rumoured to appear on street corners on Kafka’s birthday and read from Kafka’s work, but the authorities must have thought he had a mental illness, because nobody arrested him. Graeme had a list of Kafka’s addresses. At one of them, a noisy party was in progress: no Kafka here, goodbye. At another there was scaffolding in place, leading to a second-floor window from which an eerie light was glowing. Graeme climbed up: inside the room was an enormous man sleeping on a sofa, with a blank television set flickering blue. So Kafkaesque.

				In Prague, we met my translator, Dana Hábová, and her husband, Veroslav. They were discreet, but obliquely informative. We didn’t talk freely in cars or rooms—bugged, presumably—but outdoors. One subject that was very forbidden concerned pollution. Prague burned soft coal in the winter, smog-producing and bad for the health, so if you could get your children out of town then, all the better. Vegetables sold by the government were known to be sodden with toxic chemicals: it was best to know somebody in the country. Veroslav was a film historian, and we saw the original Three Little Pigs at the film archives. Safe enough, you’d think, unless the Big Bad Wolf was a metaphor for the Big Bad State.

				People have since asked me: Surely I sensed the resentment, the spirit of rebelliousness, the desire to break free that must have been simmering and about to come to a boil when the Iron Curtain fell? They have also asked, about The Handmaid’s Tale, “Why didn’t they protest, and have marches, and go on strike?” It’s the same answer: Anyone who asks these questions doesn’t understand totalitarianisms. Totalitarianisms squash any sign of resistance. The operative word is total. Everyone wears a mask.

				At the Prague hotel, I said to Graeme, “Why are there so many good-looking, well-dressed single women sitting in the bar?” He gave me a pitying look: How naive could I be? “To entrap foreign businessmen,” he said. One of them had tried to entrap him. Double mistake: First, as a businessman he was a horseshoe crab. Second, well-dressed, good-looking, entrapment-minded women in bars were not his jam. He’d rather have jumped into a swampful of crocodiles.

				An invitation to Poland came, also from the Canadian Embassy. By this time, it was strawberry season, asparagus season having passed, so Warsaw was awash in strawberries. It was also awash in folks looking for foreign currency on the sly; it was so useful on the black market. When a taxi we’d hailed drove up, the driver said, “Dollars?” “Zlotys?” we replied. He drove off.

				What could we buy with the wads of zlotys we’d been paid by the Polish publishers for our translated novels? As in Czechoslovakia or East Germany, they could not be exchanged for Western currency. Luckily, the Poles had more to offer than the East Germans did. We acquired some gorgeous posters, a well-done though fake icon—the export of real ones was forbidden—and some eccentric silver jewellery: one large silver beetle on a chain, one snail shell in a convoluted silver setting. We visited a children’s book exhibition. “Why are there so many beautifully illustrated children’s books?” I asked. “Think about it,” they said.

				We were also shown around the state-run writers’ union. As we were having a coffee—bad—they said, “Want some samizdat?”

				“Sure,” we said.

				“Just a second.” Back they came with the samizdat. They were distributing it right from the premises, under the noses of the authorities. We couldn’t read it, naturally: it was in Polish. But we understood the symbolic gesture.

				The Poles, having been galloped over back and forth for centuries—see the epic 1884 novel With Fire and Sword by Henryk Sienkiewicz—are notorious risk-takers. And there was an alternate power base in Poland, one that was too big to exterminate altogether: the Polish Catholic Church. We were there during a religious procession, right after a murdered priest had been found in the Vistula River. The procession was long, with a lot of very scowly and defiant priests and nuns.

				This place will crumble first, I thought. The cracks in the wall were already showing. It took another five years but, sure enough, the trade union party, Solidarity, won an overwhelming victory in June 1989—six months before the Communists were forced out of Czechoslovakia and the Berlin Wall came down.

				

				—

				For almost two months, I wrote nothing in my journal. On April 5, I note that we are in Germany and I will fill in later. (I didn’t.) On May 26, I note that both Graeme and I dread the return trip. “Neither G. nor I look forward to going back to Canada. It looms like a kind of sinkhole. M. [Marian Engel] is dying probably…. My novel split into two pieces and I’m not sure which to go ahead with. The thought of actually publishing anything induces a kind of paralysis. Why subject yourself to that?” Nothing is recorded in the journal between May 26, 1984, and July 29, 1984. Then a cryptic note: “Drink more water. Nightshade (bridge). Age-ing.” “Drink more water” is a personal note-to-self. “Nightshade (bridge)” must mean I was already thinking about Cat’s Eye, at first called The Ravine, which I was to write in 1987 and 1988, and which features deadly nightshade. “Age-ing”? Was that me age-ing, or someone in a novel?

				On September 12, after a summer back in Canada on Galiano Island, off the West Coast, I’m saying, “I want to get back into ‘Offred’ soon.” By that time, the novel was already seventy-three pages long, plus a lot of notes. Soon after that, the title was changed to The Handmaid’s Tale. Why Tale? An homage to Geoffrey Chaucer. Also, a tale is at one remove from a story or a report. And there may be some invention involved, as in “tall tale.” It did seem like a tall tale, back in 1984—surely the United States was the leader of the democratic Free World. But now, not so tall.

				

				—

				In early 1985, we drove down to Tuscaloosa, Alabama. I’d accepted a guest lectureship—creative writing and a course in Canadian literature I called “Southern Ontario Gothic”: Robertson Davies, Alice Munro, Marian Engel, Graeme Gibson, James Reaney—all from that region of Ontario we nickname Sowesto, between London/Stratford and Windsor and the southeastern shore of Lake Huron. Prepare to Meet Thy Doom highway signs and Black Donnelly Massacre country, at that time. The Alabama students loved these books: twisted secrets, small-town gossip and scandals, ghosts, village idiots, feuds, and murders were old news to them.

				We were eager to see the birds of that region: for instance, the large, slow-moving, tasty, and rare limpkin. Graeme found that if we followed the instructions given to us by our colleagues, it was perfectly safe to watch birds. You should park your car by the side of a promising stretch of forest. You should wait. Shortly a pickup would come along. It would have a shotgun in it. The man driving it would ask—politely enough—what you wanted. Once you had explained, he would give you permission. If you walked onto the land without such permission, you’d risk being shot as a trespasser.

				The situation was summed up by a pleasant ditty the kids at the school sang:

				
					This land is my land, this land ain’t your land,

					I’ve got a shotgun, and you ain’t got one,

					If you don’t get off, I’ll blow your head off:

					This land belongs to me alone.

				

				As soon as we arrived, people said to us proudly, “Tuscaloosa, Alabama, is the murder capital of the U.S.A.”

				“Oh dear,” we said. “Maybe we should go home right now!”

				“Don’t y’all worry. They only shoots family.” (When we went down to Mobile, they said, “Mobile, Alabama, is the murder capital of the U.S.A.”)

				“Don’t ride a bicycle here,” we were told. “People will think you’re a Communist and run you off the road.”

				“Where are all the Black people?” we asked, not having seen any.

				“Oh, they’re over on the other side of town.”

				At one point, between the slight drop below freezing—fire-truck sirens, warnings to stay off the road—and the approaching tornado—fire-truck sirens, warnings to stay off the road—the Southeastern Women’s Conference came to town, complete with lesbian nuns and everything else your beating feminist heart might desire. “But this is the home of the Ku Klux Klan,” I said. “Aren’t you worried?”

				“News travels slowly in the South,” they replied. Indeed, they were in and out of town before anyone else found out.

				

				—

				In February 1985, our old friend and co-founder of the Writers’ Union, Marian Engel, died of the cancer she’d had since the late 1970s. We said farewell to her intelligent, savvy voice. She turned up in a dream to reassure me: “It’s fine,” she said, meaning death. “You just kind of go out, like a television.” In those days the picture shrank toward the middle of the set before turning off. Later I wrote in my journal, “Seeing my piece on Marian in Saturday Night with a wonderful photo of her—jumping—in Paris—made me realize again how much I miss her.”

				It was in Tuscaloosa that we met Valerie Martin, a novelist—originally from New Orleans—who was also guest-teaching at the University of Alabama. She and I had daughters of roughly the same age, so a connection was made. Valerie was smart, funny, and forthright, and has remained a friend ever since. In April, I finished The Handmaid’s Tale. I was worried about it: surely I would be accused of being anti-Christian, an evil feminist, and a heretic re: the religion of America, land of democracy. Valerie was its first reader.

				“I think I’m gonna get in trouble,” I said to her.

				“I think you’re gonna make a lot of money,” she replied.

				

				—

				I submitted the finished novel to Phoebe-the-Agent. She was keen on it. In Canada, it went to McClelland & Stewart. I imagined Jack the Mac knocking back four or five Scotches while making his way through it: if he’d thought I was semi-mad earlier, he must have felt vindicated in his opinion. In the United Kingdom, Jonathan Cape and Liz Calder took it without question. In the United States, however, it was a more complicated story. By contract, Simon & Schuster had first right of refusal. But they didn’t meet Phoebe’s price, so she put the book up for sight-unseen auction. The winner was Nan Talese, then at Houghton Mifflin—she’d been my editor back in the Dan-and-Nan days of Surfacing, and had been longing to get me back as her author. Lord knows what she thought of the book, once she’d read it: she had a preference for family sagas and historical fiction. A case might be made for The Handmaid’s Tale in both these respects, but not a very good one. Nevertheless, Nan offered a price no one else could better.

				The 1980s was not an age of mainstream literary utopias, or of dystopias either. How was she to sell this book? Nan must have wondered. But true to her stalwart character, she smilingly set to work. Hers was the iconic Fred Marcellino cover: the two Handmaids with their Little Red Riding Hood outfits and baskets, their headdresses casting the shadows of wolves on the high stone wall behind them. In those days, walls that looked like that suggested, inevitably, the Berlin Wall.

			

			
				We Buy a Cult House

				In the summer we bought a new house, farther north and close to the university. We found it by driving up and down the streets, looking at For Sale signs. We had a good feeling about the house, and we weren’t disappointed: it wasn’t haunted, and did not have rats or cockroaches. As it turned out, it had belonged to a large cult called Therafields, which had run an organic farm—you weeded it as part of your “therapy,” and paid for the privilege—and had been buying up many old houses in the Annex and renovating them, again as part of the therapy. (None of these people were renovators. “Aha,” said the electrician we hired to straighten out the wiring. “The amateurs have been at work.”) The cult had begun as a featherbed for ex-priests and nuns, before being taken over by a charismatic woman who had no professional training in therapy but was evidently very convincing.

				Over the past half-century or so, the street had declined from its bourgeois high point in 1911. In the 1960s and 1970s, it had had three cults on it, plus a Salvation Army halfway house. It also had a number of rooming houses, and at least one call girl. “Oh,” said a neighbour, “you’re the other person who takes a lot of taxis.”

				A few years earlier, the cult had disbanded, though not before the leader’s son, who was running the cult school, had been jailed for child sexual abuse. The leader’s daughter had acquired the house. It had been divided in two, and she was living in it with her former husband, her teenage son by that husband, that husband’s new girlfriend, her second husband, and two children, one of whom was by the second husband and the other by “a carpenter.” We got this information from a former cult member and contractor we’d hired because he was the only one who knew where the plumbing was.

				“Was the carpenter living in the house too?” I asked. He wasn’t sure.

				This house had writing space for both of us, and since it had a separate entrance that led to two basement rooms that could be used as offices, I would be able to run the business end of O.W. Toad in the same building where I myself worked. We did a lot of repairs and renovation—taking down the orange shag carpeting that was nailed all over the walls, fixing the bathroom floor that had been installed without a supporting beam over the space where a former back staircase had once been, doing something about the mouse highway that ran up the radiator pipe in the uninsulated kitchen. We got rid of the mildewy indoor-outdoor carpet that had been glued to the cellar floor, and erased the smelly little washroom stuck into the front hall. Rome wasn’t built in a day, however, and neither were our expanded kitchen, the study for Graeme that had once been a second-floor outdoor patio, and the larger writing room for me.

				Over time, we converted the garden—a weedy, barren dog run—to the shady, fertile oasis of today. Daffodils bloom in what was once a sandy wasteland. We lost the lone old plum tree to black knot, though. No rose without thorns.

				

				—

				The Handmaid’s Tale appeared in the fall of 1985 in Canada, and in the spring of 1986 in the United States and England. Reviews and interviews differed in these three territories.

				England: Jolly good yarn. (They’d had their religious civil wars in the seventeenth century and had survived the puritanical and autocratic Oliver Cromwell, and weren’t intending to repeat the experience.)

				Canada: Nervous, as usual. “Could it happen here?”

				The United States: On the one hand, “Don’t be silly, we’re the world’s leading liberal democracy, it could never happen here.” On the other hand, “How long have we got?”

				Before knowing that The Handmaid’s Tale would be published in early spring in the United States, I’d accepted a short guest-teaching position at NYU. My life became screaming madness: into New York, teach, out on tour, commuting to Toronto on weekends. I was exhausted. Meanwhile, Graeme’s father had died in early January and his brother, Alan, was very ill, so he was exhausted too. I was teaching “Southern Ontario Gothic,” the same course I’d done in Tuscaloosa. Unlike the Alabamians, the New York kids were baffled by it. “Is Canada really wall-to-wall maniacs and idiots?” they asked.

				“Look out the window,” I said. “There’s lots of those in New York too. But…you aren’t related to them.”

				

				—

				The Handmaid’s Tale had sold a few thousand copies in Britain after its publication but, to the publisher’s dismay, it had then ground to a halt. Then it was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in the fall of 1986, and started selling again. It has never stopped. It has doubtless terrified and corrupted generations of youth—it is very “teachable,” I’m told, and sparks a lot of “discussion.”

				The Booker was an even bigger institution then than it is now. Bookies on U.K. radio shows called the odds, not so much on the shortlisted books themselves, but on the judges. At that time, it was rare for a woman to be nominated, much less a Canadian one, so my publishers were—as the English say—over the moon. There was a gala black-tie dinner that was great fun for Graeme and me, as such award ceremonies can be when you know you don’t have a hope in hell of winning. Much alcohol was consumed, and the huge TV cameras of the day filmed the green peas and orange carrots that shot all over the white tablecloths. The long-bearded, ironic Robertson Davies, my fellow Canadian, was shortlisted for What’s Bred in the Bone; the two of us exchanged shrugs and rueful glances. Kingsley Amis won, for The Old Devils, and said he was going to spend the money on new kitchen window curtains. Davies commented, “The English are very kind to their old entertainers.”

				The Handmaid’s Tale did win some other things: the 1985 Governor General’s Award, the first Arthur C. Clarke Award, and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for Fiction. This last was especially meaningful to me, as the book editor at the Los Angeles Times was Jack Miles, who had been a Jesuit priest and was shortly to write God: A Biography, one of my favourite books about the Bible. He would have understood my book, I felt.

				In my journal, I wrote, “I overloaded on speeches, made the usual vow never to do that again…I feel sucked hollow. But functional.” And I also wrote: “Black widow spiders. Polio in the summer. Public swimming pools. Diseases from toilets. Penises contain seeds.”

				I was already turning to the novel that was to become Cat’s Eye.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 31

			Cat’s Eye

			[image: ]

			Sometime in the 1990s, I was on a train in Ireland with Graeme. He had dozed off, while I was eavesdropping on the four Irish women across the aisle who were discussing literature. Literature has always been of importance in Ireland: at that time, Aer Lingus, the country’s national airline, had the names of Irish writers woven into the upholstery on its planes—you could end up sitting on James Joyce or Oscar Wilde—so I was eager to hear what these Irish readers were saying. Much to my surprise and then chagrin, they were discussing my books.

			“I read the latest one,” said the first.

			“I thought it was a little long,” said the second.

			“Yes, a little long,” said the third.

			I never knew what the fourth one said because right then I was overcome by a severe case of food poisoning and rushed off to the toilet, where I was violently sick for the remainder of the journey. It was the carrot juice at the hotel: it was the early days of carrot juice in Ireland, and the essentials had evidently not been mastered. Arriving in Dublin, I staggered out onto the platform, threw up again, and collapsed in a puddle of orange. The nice Irish clustered around me and, instead of nicking my purse, said things like “Has she had a heart attack then?” and “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, do we call an ambulance?” Meanwhile, Graeme had woken up to find I had vanished, and was wandering the station in search of me.

			The comments of the Irish train readers have stayed with me. A little too long. Yes, the 1990s and the years just before and after were the Age of Big Books for me. The books somehow got long: I can’t quite believe how many words I managed to exude in such a short period of time. “Another damned thick heavy book! Always scribble, scribble, scribble, eh, Mr. Gibbon?” as the Duke of Gloucester remarked to the eminent historian.

			

			—

			Ever since the early 1970s, we’d been in the habit of going to Point Pelee for the spring migration. Pelee is a pinch point for migrating birds—they gather on the Ohio shore, then funnel across Lake Erie, stopping on Pelee during the spectacular spring migration. At first, we’d tented in the park itself at a place called Mrs. Happy’s Campground—a marshy location a little too close to a drainage outlet, but great for spotting sora rails. When the park officials had put a stop to camping, we’d turned either to Wigle’s Motel or to Adams Golden Acres Motel outside Kingsville. We’d haunted not only the Point, but the ever-productive sewage lagoons, so beloved of shorebirds and waders.

			Then our birdy friend Marylee Stephenson said we could stay on Pelee Island in the raccoon-infested crumbling farmhouse of her Windsor friend, Shaughnessy Cohen (shortly to become an MP). That sounded good to us, as the Point was filling up with single-minded bird photographers who let nothing stand in their way, especially not you. Pelee Island was a happy bird-hunting ground, with many fewer photographers. You got there by taking a smallish ferry, unless there was a storm and the waves were too high. That end of Lake Erie is the thunderstorm capital of Canada, and Erie is the shallowest lake—they have to dredge the shipping channel—so the waves can get very high, very quickly. Sandbars can shift. Erie has the most nineteenth-century shipwrecks of any of the Great Lakes.

			The farmhouse eventually had too much raccoon poo for our tastes, so in 1987 Graeme and I went in search of a dwelling of our own. Our real-estate agent was Starr Hamel, a Second World War air force vet who knew the island well. “What are you looking for?” he said.

			“Secluded,” we answered.

			“Come with me.”

			He led us up a winding, hidden driveway through a beautiful mature Carolinian forest and an outcropping of limestone alvar. Graeme and I both had the same thought: I don’t care what the house is like, we’re getting this! That was just as well because Starr didn’t have a key. The house was a prefab Viceroy. We peered through the windows. It was the lair of some guys who used it as a fishing jump-off, said Starr. It showed signs of wifelessness. It was a deal.

			When we took possession of it, the house turned out to be in even worse shape than we’d thought. Mushrooms were growing out of the woodwork, as the water purification system discharged into the sub-cellar. There was no finished floor, and the place was a-scuttle with spiders, coming in through the cracks where there should have been skirting boards. There were bees inside the walls. Flickers made holes in the wooden outside planks, and fox squirrels enlarged the holes and got in and scampered around overhead. We nailed metal patches over each hole, but the flickers would just make another hole right beside it. There were mice. There were more mice. There were new mice. Occasionally there was a shed snakeskin, left by a snake who’d come in searching for mice and had then moulted on our kitchen floor.

			Nonetheless, we were euphoric. Graeme now had a three-seasons place where he could chop wood and rampage about in nature. I had a quiet place to write, where people wouldn’t phone me; or, if they did, the line was likely to go dead. There was already some furniture in the house, and we augmented it via yard sales and the local dump, which functioned then as a furniture exchange.

			Soon after we moved in, Shaughnessy Cohen of the raccoon sanctuary came rushing over. “Guess what the locals are saying?” she asked breathlessly.

			“What?”

			“They’re saying that Margaret Mead has just bought a place on the island!” Margaret Mead had been dead for ten years.

			Once they’d figured out who I was and where I lived, the islanders were very discreet. Tourists would ask them, “Does Margaret Atwood live around here?” “Margaret who?” they would say. Or, “I think she’s way down there at the other end of the island.” I didn’t ask them to fib like this, they just knew. Country manners.

			
				On Fame: A Digression

				While I was writing this memoir and my early readers were reading it, one of them kept asking: “But how famous were you then?” “And what about then?” As everyone who has read Chaucer’s House of Fame and the “What’s Hot, What’s Not” media columns knows, fame is an indeterminate quality. Yesterday’s hero is today’s villain, yesterday’s household name is today’s nobody. Famous to whom, famous compared to whom, famous for what? Not everyone reads books, and not all readers of books read literary fiction. As you can tell from my Margaret Mead story, I was by now kinda famous outside literary circles—enough so people knew there was some sort of noteworthy Margaret around, though they were vague on the details. But Elvis Presley I wasn’t. The idea that The Handmaid’s Tale skyrocketed me to international stardom is false: the renown of that book was incremental. I was not in the league of Elizabeth Taylor. Nor will I ever be.

				When I was having a crabby day, my teenage daughter would say, “Are we feeling a little famous today? I think we’re feeling a little famous. Time for our nap!” There is, indeed, something ludicrous about fame. But it’s better than the alternative, which is having an employer.

				

				—

				Graeme always said that in a new place you weren’t accepted unless there was a story about you, and—in Canada—the more ridiculous the story, the better. Here is the one that swiftly circulated about him.

				I was away, speaking or peddling books. We had failed to exclude the squirrels that were entering the ceiling via the flicker holes. Squirrels can gnaw electrical wires and start fires, so it’s essential to get them out. To this end Graeme had climbed up onto the roof, intending to hit it with a chain until the terrified squirrels ran out: then he would close up that year’s hole. But the ladder fell down and he was stranded on the roof. He felt foolish yelling, “Help,” so instead he yelled, “Hellooo!” But we were in the middle of the woods. “Hellooo! Hellooo!”

				It was October. The sun would shortly set. It was getting cold. Finally, someone heard him, laughed, drove over, set up the ladder again, and rescued him. In a couple of hours, the story was all over the island; it had even reached Florida, where some of the islanders were vacationing.

				“Are you the guy who was yelling ‘Helloo’ from the top of his roof?” they asked him in the co-op. Yes. He was. He had arrived.

				We finally—he finally—dealt with the squirrels as follows. Again, I was away. Graeme filled the reverse-air-flow carpet-suds part of our old vacuum cleaner with red-hot cayenne pepper and blew it into the overhead crawl space. The squirrels staggered out, red-eyed and gasping. The hole was sealed. That night, one of the squirrels—putting two and two together—climbed up to the second-floor bedroom window and screamed at Graeme, right beside his head. “I thought it was going to rip its way through the screen and eat my brain,” he said. For years after that, the squirrels screeched at Graeme every time they saw him. They told their children. Screeching at Graeme became a squirrel cultural meme. Meanwhile, I had to relocate my writing room, as the one I’d been using was now adrift in cayenne pepper.

				

				—

				It didn’t take Graeme long to get himself involved in island doings. He’d given a novel reading there several years before, in the Westview Motel’s bar; the instigators were Paul Vasey, who had a radio show in Windsor, and Ron Tiessen, son-in-law of our real-estate salesman. Ron had grown up Mennonite, which can make a person courteous, determined, tactical, realistic if not downright ironic, and dedicated to the public good. It was like being in the army, except maybe the courteous part. (Graeme swore a lot more than Ron, whom I have never known to swear at all.) In short order, Graeme and Ron were cooking up schemes. Ron knew more about island history and biology than anyone—prehistoric finds, the War of 1812, the dyking of the three original islands in the nineteenth century to form one big island. And Prohibition, during which Pelee was not only a jumping-off point for liquor-smuggling to the States, but the destination for victims of Al Capone’s gang wars who’d been murdered and tossed into the Detroit River. So many corpses washed up that the islanders had to build an ice house to store them in until they could be interred. The islanders were indignant: “Why should we have to bury these people? We don’t know them!”

				Ron had started a Heritage Centre where these and other wonders of the past could be explored by visitors. Ron and Graeme—with me playing feeble backup and Lynn Tiessen advising—put together a bird festival called Springsong, which benefited the centre, but also the island—people came earlier in the season and stayed in the bed-and-breakfasts. There was a green bird race—top number of birds spotted in twenty-four hours, no motorized vehicles, with the prize being the Botham Cup, named after an early Pelee botanist, and a bunch of Pelee Island wine—and also a conventional race, for which you could use a car, and for which the prize was a rubber chicken and a chance to sing in the rubber chicken choir, directed by me. The event has always been emceed by Paul Vasey, who is equal to every emergency. One year, when the ferry had stopped running, he auctioned off a dozen oranges to the available guests. We did quite well out of that.

				Because not every spouse of every birder wants to crouch all night in a chilly ditch, being rained on and listening for the elusive screech owl, we provided an Honorary Writer, who gave a short reading at the Saturday dinner and did a lengthy book signing after it. The list of writers is long and distinguished. There is also an Honorary Birder, who gives a talk on the Sunday morning. This event has been going for over twenty-five years, and is always a sellout. It helped to settle the feud between those islanders who wished to run over the rare blue racer snakes and those who wished to protect them.

				Ron’s other works on Pelee are many and varied. He instigated an organic farm for a while; he got walkways installed in the two parks, Fish Point and Lighthouse Point; he charmed people into donating important habitat to the Nature Conservancy. A bird organization was shortly added—the Pelee Island Bird Observatory, headed initially by Grae—Graeme the Younger, Graeme’s bird-bander second son—and then by his wife, Sumiko Onishi.

				

				—

				In 1987, I put together The Canlit Foodbook (1987) to finance PEN Canada and to found the Marian Engel Award for women writers in mid-career for the Writers’ Development Trust. Eugene Benson and Graeme and I had scraped along with PEN Canada for two years, but then Timothy “Tiff” Findley had taken over as chair. Our membership had grown, and, as Tiff pointed out, we needed an executive director. That meant we had to raise some money for a payroll.

				For The Canlit Foodbook, I searched for excerpts in which people ate things—often unpleasant things—and arranged them according to meals—Breakfast, Lunch, Afternoon Tea, Supper, and so on, ending with Cannibalism. Then I asked a bunch of writers for their favourite recipes. Some were delicious, others questionable. One began with a frozen arctic char and a chainsaw. Some authors didn’t know how to boil an egg. Rick Salutin’s recipe was for toast, the only thing he then knew how to cook (“You put the slice of bread into the toaster…”). Michael Ondaatje—his poem was “Rat Jelly”—supplied a recipe for grapefruit: You cut the grapefruit in half. Then you cut around each segment. A maraschino cherry is optional.

				I illustrated The Canlit Foodbook myself—cheaper that way. “Rat Jelly” is garnished with mice, in honour of the mice Farley Mowat ate whole, to demonstrate how nutritious they were, for men as well as wolves.

				
					
						[image: An illustration by the author for “Rat Jelly”]
					

				

				On the strength of the money we made from the book, PEN Canada gathered steam. Graeme took over as chair, and began planning to hold PEN International’s congress in Toronto and Montreal in the fall of 1989. That meant a lot of organization and a lot of money-raising in a short period of time. Graeme’s sidekicks were John Ralston Saul, later to become head of PEN International, and Greg Gatenby, who was the founder and artistic director of the Toronto International Festival of Authors. Would they be able to pull this thing off in less than two years? I wondered that, and so did a lot of other people.

			

			
				The Ravine

				Our Pelee retreat was a brilliant place to write. During the fifteen-year period when we spent a third of our time there, I would write every day. The first of the longish books after The Handmaid’s Tale was Cat’s Eye, which centred on the sadistic behaviour of the group of nine-year-old girls you met back in the late 1940s. I’d started and abandoned this book in 1964, but I was now ready to attempt it again, and I laboured away at it for several years. Jess points out that the beginning of this period coincides with the years she herself was nine and ten—the time when girls are especially prone to cabals and power plays. She says I was very vigilant, and “spent a lot of energy making sure I didn’t have to do what other kids said.”

				The novel I was working on started out being called The Ravine, after the perilous abyss the girls cross on a decaying wooden bridge on their way home from school. Then Destroying Angels, after the attractive but lethal white mushroom of that name. Its final title was the eye of a predatory animal that can see in the dark, but also that of a glass marble much prized by children of my generation. It is also the third eye, the invisible eye that provides inner vision. Surfacing was first titled The Forehead Eye, and I’d written several poems and short-shorts about this intriguing eye. Eyes, almost losing an eye, seeing without seeing…“Eyeless in Gaza at the Mill with slaves,” as Milton says of the blinded Samson. That story was about revenge, though it’s a revenge that destroys the revenger. The novel I was writing would also skirt this notion. In order to avoid perishing, must we forgive our tormentors? How many times? Seventy-seven times, as Jesus would have it? Can you forgive without also forgetting? But what if you can’t forget?

				I wrote some of Cat’s Eye on Pelee Island, some of it in Toronto. However, for part of the writing time we were in Australia—the fall of 1987, which was spring Down Under. I’d received an invitation to be a visiting lecturer at Macquarie University, and since Graeme loved Australia and could never resist a chance to go there, we had accepted. We were provided with a pleasant house in Newport Beach, north of Sydney. A group of rowdy Australian girls of Jess’s age befriended her, and they racketed around together. One of their favourite games involved barrelling downhill in what might once have been a baby buggy, to shrieks of glee. A more positive experience of that phase of girlhood than I myself had had.

				The setting was idyllic, and very non-Canadian. Freesia grew wild, and two kookaburras came every day to the back porch for the balls of ground beef we’d been instructed to provide. They’d hit the porch railing as soon as we set their offering down: you had to watch your fingers. It was in this semi-tropical setting that I wrote the coldest, snowiest, and most woebegone and painful scenes in Cat’s Eye.

				Due to a couple of bad-risk bets the company had made, Jack the Mac had sold McClelland & Stewart in 1985. Avie Bennett, businessman, developer of strip malls in Canada, and philanthropist, was now the head of it. The launch party for Cat’s Eye in the fall of 1988 was at the top of the Park Plaza Hotel, at which guests received little velvet bags full of cat’s-eye marbles. It was a Jack the Mac touch. But without Jack.

				

				—

				The International PEN Congress of 1989 was set to take place in Canada in September. It would be trilingual: French, English, and—recognizing Mexico as a North American country—Spanish. True to an earlier promise, PEN Canada and PEN Québec had raised the money for delegates from countries who would ordinarily not be represented because they couldn’t afford the travel. The congress would be held in both Toronto and Montreal, with train travel between the two donated by the train folks. They’d even supplied engineer caps with the PEN logo. I was looking forward to it, though, as fate would have it, I was doomed to miss the train ride.

				The launch date for Cat’s Eye in the United Kingdom was February 1, 1989. At the publication party in London, there were rumours: Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses was causing ire in Muslim circles for its satiric portrayal of Muslim history. On February 14, the now famous fatwa, decreeing death for Salman, was issued by Ayatollah Khomeini, the Supreme Leader of Iran. My Norwegian publisher, William Nygaard, was shot later—though he survived—and Rushdie’s Japanese translator, Hitoshi Igarashi, was murdered.

				Graeme, as the president of PEN Canada, spoke out in defence of freedom of expression and even went to Montreal to talk with a number of Canada’s Muslim leaders there, many of whom had threatened to kill Rushdie. Graeme was the only Canadian leader to speak in public. No politicians—although some were saying “good job” to him privately—no church leaders, no union leaders. People had been thrown into a panic—nothing like this had happened before. But Graeme’s feeling was that if you hid under a rock, the other side would have succeeded in intimidating you.

				Meanwhile, I was on tour in the United States, running in and out of radio stations and bookstores that had received bomb threats. Their stance was the same as Graeme’s. I remember in particular the Elliott Bay Book Company, which held an event for me despite considerable pressure. A number of Muslim students attended. “Please don’t confuse us with what’s going on,” they said tearfully.

				In September, the Canadian PEN Congress went ahead as scheduled. To quote PEN Canada’s website: “It was one of the largest gatherings in PEN’s history, the first to achieve gender parity among delegates, the first to host third-world writers, and it was also PEN’s most racially integrated congress.” The train ride from Toronto to Montreal was, I’m told, a lot of fun and a great bonding experience. I wasn’t on the train because I’d got up that morning to find that one of my eyeballs—just one—had turned bright yellow and somewhat gelatinous. Why? I never knew. I was on the verge of going to the doctor, but the next day the eye returned to normal and I rejoined the congress in Montreal.

				

				—

				Cat’s Eye was nominated for the Booker Prize, and Graeme and I went to the dinner in London. I’d made myself a stretchy, strapless, silver-sequined top to be worn under a black jacket, though I hadn’t quite finished it and had fastened it up the back with big safety pins. I’m sure the book proceedings were riveting, though I was preoccupied: Would my elasticized silver top escape from its safety pins and go sproinging across the room?

				My silver top was to no avail. “Atwood fails to win Booker,” as the Canadian press was now in the habit of saying. However, no literary prize depends on your own active participation: it’s not an athletic contest, so you can’t exactly fail at it. More like Best Pig in Show: the pig stands there looking fat as someone else pins a ribbon on it. I did get a nice handbound copy of my own book, however.

				I received a lot of mail about Cat’s Eye. Some of it was from women who’d had similar experiences when they were children, only worse. Other letters were from parents whose girls were undergoing such ordeals at that moment, which made the parents feel helpless. “Get new friends.” “They are my friends.” One woman told me that she had been a persecutor, behaving so badly that her victim was forced to leave school. When the mother said to her, “Why have you ruined my daughter’s life?” she could think of no reason other than Original Sin, so she’d converted to Catholicism.

				Some of the mail was from men, who said, “I finally understand what was going on with the girls when I was in Grade Four.” I’m still encountering adult female readers who say, “I just loved Cat’s Eye,” and then start crying. And I’m still saying, “So, you knew a Cordelia.” They nod through their tears. Those kinds of hurts and betrayals run deep.

				The final thing I can tell you about Cat’s Eye is that the students at Victoria College, University of Toronto—my old alma mater—named their pub after it: The Cat’s Eye. Now that is an achievement.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 32

			The Robber Bride

			[image: ]

			After finishing Cat’s Eye, I was wondering about the female characters in my books. Granted, due to personal experience and observation, I didn’t buy the idea that being female meant being supergood—morally superior to men on every occasion—but shouldn’t women be allowed to behave well toward other women sometimes? Because that, too, was my personal experience. I had many excellent and trustworthy female friends. Would they be too smarmy as characters in fiction? Jane Austen didn’t shrink from badly behaved women—Lucy Steele in Sense and Sensibility, for instance—but she didn’t shrink from models of loyal friendship either.

			What was the catalyst for The Robber Bride? I think it was two chance remarks. One was by a male literary pal who had said, casually, “There are no female con artists.” That set me thinking. Did he think women were too angelic to be con artists, or else too stupid to come up with convincing scams? I begged to differ: I had known several female con artists—women who pretended to have cancer in order to extract money from their friends, women who pretended to have credentials they lacked, women who lied, cheated, and backbit. Being interested in fakery and illusion, I collected other examples from newspapers—not only more cancer pretenders, but Anastasia imposters of various kinds, claiming to be members of royal families, and a woman who’d posed as a general of the Portuguese Army and was driven away in a limousine every morning to spend the day lord knows where. I also knew one of the main folkloric rules about witches and vampires: they can’t enter your home unless invited in, and they often gain entrance by pretending to be someone else.

			The other chance remark was made by a friend whose two little daughters had decided that everyone in their imaginary universe was a girl. Winnie-the-Pooh was a girl, Santa Claus was a girl, and all the people in their storybooks, not excluding the villains, were also girls. How would that work out? I wondered.

			The plot of The Robber Bride is built around a re-do of the Grimms’ fairy tale “The Robber Bridegroom.” In this gruesome story, a sinister suitor decoys maidens to his lair in the forest. He and his band of robbers are cannibals: they kill the maidens and eat them. But one maiden, who is engaged to the Robber Bridegroom without at first knowing he’s a maiden-gobbler, outfoxes him in the end. She has the help of an old woman. Keep your eye on the old women in stories: they’re either helpers or witches. Or, like Baba Yaga, both. Now that I myself am an old woman, I can understand that.

			My novel would be told by three loyal friends, each of whom has an encounter with the Robber Bridegroom, who appears in female form according to the all-female cast demanded by the two little girls: she has changed into the Robber Bride. According to my sister, I asked a number of women friends what was the worst thing another woman friend could do to them. They all said, “Steal my guy,” or in some cases “gal.” I set out to write a novel in which the con artist is a femme fatale named Zenia, possibly a psychopath, who has kleptomaniac and emotionally vampiristic tendencies. She gains entrance to the personal lives of the three female friends by telling them stories about herself that appeal to their individual fears, wants, and weaknesses. Once inside their hearts, minds, and homes, she attempts to steal their husbands or boyfriends to show that she is the dominant power, and she does steal two of them. Then she disappears, reappearing in a different guise.

			

			—

			When I was in England “for the book,” as they say, I asked a group of female readers which of the four characters was their favourite. They all voted for bad Zenia. “Why?” I asked. “Because women are tired of being good all the time,” was the answer. There you have it: Women are human beings, they aren’t one-size-fits-all; they come in many shapes, ages, countries of origin, cultures, and degrees of moral turpitude; some of them are downright malicious. None of which is any reason to deny them the full range of human rights. Nor should all men have their rights removed because of the bad behaviour of some.

			As with Cat’s Eye, I received many letters from readers of The Robber Bride. Some of them were from women. They said, “I knew a woman just like this and she almost wrecked our marriage.” Some of them were from men. They said, “I knew a woman just like this and she almost wrecked our marriage. Um, would you happen to know where she’s living now?” Men don’t want to be good all the time either.

			I revisited The Robber Bride in a little story I did for The Walrus in 2012. It’s called “I Dream of Zenia with the Bright Red Teeth.” Zenia is dead, as she is at the end of the original novel. The three friends are older. Flaky Charis starts dreaming about Zenia and decides that she has reincarnated as Charis’s dog, Ouida. A helpful dog, since she gets rid of Charis’s grifting boyfriend. Maybe, think the three friends, Zenia was helpful all along—freeing them of men they were better off without? Is Zenia forgiven? Is it ever too late for redemption? Not if you can reincarnate as a dog.

			

			—

			I wrote much of The Robber Bride in France. Graeme and I had decided that we would spend that year abroad, in order to write. We left it to Jess—going on fifteen—to pick the country. We thought she would choose England or Australia, but instead she said she wanted to go to France, live in a small town where nobody spoke English, attend a lycée, and become fluently bilingual. She had school French, but this doesn’t prepare you for real French life because you’re never taught the swear words.

			“This will be hard at first,” we said.

			“I know,” she said. It was. Six weeks of hell, but then, after she’d picked up slang and body language, eight months of heaven. She developed a whole French life we knew little about: riding on scooters, drinking espressos in cafés, translating the words of desirable American and English pop songs, explaining Dallas to the other kids, and performing the kinds of silly tricks common at summer camps in Canada but unknown in France, where wit at the expense of others is valued but making an entertaining idiot of yourself is difficult. An example from her repertoire: If you draw eyes on your chin, lie on a table so your head is upside down, cover the top half of your face, and then talk, you look like a weird shark. “Fais ça encore! Fais ça encore!” cried the French teens. But they wouldn’t do it themselves.

			It was Graeme’s turn to pick the region in France. He chose the south because he didn’t want to shovel snow. We pondered the rental ads in the Globe and Mail and found a house south of the Luberon Valley, between Aix-en-Provence and Avignon. This was heretic country: the Cathars, the Vaudois, and the Huguenots had all been strong there, and—during the Second World War—the Maquis, named after the scrubby, rocky, rosemary-scented uplands where the Resistance fighters hung out.

			The rental was in a village called Lourmarin; Albert Camus is buried there. The house was available for the first three months of our proposed stay, but the landlady had another one that would do for the next three months, and had a friend who might be persuaded to make his place available for the rest of the time. We took that chance.

			The first house was right beside the bell tower. Bong! Bong! Bong! But it had an outdoor patio, perfect for September and October, where we ate our excellent croissants from the nearby bakery. It was here, too, that I learned to make lavender ice cream and profiteroles with chocolate sauce. The second place was up a side street called Rue du Panier—Basket Street. So romantic in French, so prosaic in English, like much else. It was here that I put together the collage cover for my little book of short-shorts, Good Bones, out of French Vogue magazines.

			Here, too, we had our first fresh-truffle experience. We went to the Truffle Fair at Rognes: artisanal bread and sausages, local cheeses, murals depicting truffle-hunting dogs and pigs, and, at a row of tables, the truffle-sellers, each wearing an impenetrable sheep-flavoured knitted cardigan, each with a scale and a plastic bag in front of him.

			“Excuse me, sir,” I said in my best French to one of them, “but I have never bought a truffle before. Could you please recommend one?” He eyed me up and down, calculating how much I would cough up, then reached inside his plastic bag.

			“I think, madame, that this truffle would be the perfect one for you,” he said. He took out a truffle somewhat smaller than a tennis ball, weighed it on the scale, and stated the cost. Eighty bucks. Cheap at the price.

			We drove the truffle home. It filled the car with its aroma. We put it in a covered bowl with some eggs in their shells. It filled the whole house with its aroma. The next morning, we made scrambled eggs, adding little pieces of truffle, and sat around eating with thoughtful, meditative expressions. A three-tiered experience: top note, middle note, base note, each subtly different from the others. Like wines and perfumes: three-note items are a French specialty. That’s why they’re so good at lingerie.

			The third place we rented was owned by an eccentric Irishman named John O’Keeffe. He’d been in the British Navy in the Second World War, then in advertising in North America—to him we owe the hair-dye slogan “Only her hairdresser knows for sure.” John’s house had belonged to a wolf-catcher back when there were wolves, was ornamented with wolf motifs, and had a stuffed wolf in the hall. There’s a portrait of him and of his friend François Paillard—who’d been in the Resistance during Vichy—in my story “Two Scorched Men” in Old Babes in the Wood.

			I wrote at a lovely little antique desk. It killed my back, but it was worth every spasm.

			
				Carl Forgets Things

				We returned to Canada at the end of the spring school term. Things at my parents’ home were slipping. Carl had never been quite the same since his 1983 stroke when we’d been living in Blakeney. Angina had now overtaken him. He didn’t have dementia, but he also no longer had his former prodigious energy.

				Then, in the spring of 1992, he had another stroke. This one was severe: he lost several stretches of his long-term memory and all of his short-term memory. I’d go out of the room and come back in, and he’d say, “I haven’t seen you for so long.” He’d also say, to me, “How did you get so old?”—a good question—and of our daughter, “How did she get so tall, all of a sudden?” He’d lost the sight in half of each eye. He didn’t know where he was, though he was trying to figure it out. “Somewhere near Toronto,” he would say. He thought it was always October, and was worried about having enough wood cut for the winter. “At least there are no bears,” I would say.

				“Yes. No bears.”

				I moved into my parents’ house for a while to try to figure out what might be done—especially for my mother, who was trying to cope by herself, having always been ferociously averse to having “help.” She’d almost killed both of them while trying to give him showers.

				We went to look at care homes; she came out of one of them white as a sheet. “But it’s full of old people,” she said. While we struggled with this problem, Carl—always considerate—solved it for us by developing congestive heart failure. He was taken to Sunnybrook Hospital, where we thought he was going to die. I sat with my mother, waiting. “I’m not going to cry,” she said, “because if I start, I will never stop.” Carl kept asking for my brother, but he was away in Europe. However, by the time Harold arrived, the immediate crisis was over. Carl wasn’t going to depart until we were all there.

				Since he was too weak to go home, Carl was moved to the palliative care unit at Toronto Grace Hospital. Our mother went every day to sit with him and play him Beethoven—his favourite composer. I didn’t quite understand why she did that—why every day? Surely a couple of times a week would do—but I understand it now.

				

				—

				Despite family crises, outside life forged ahead. Graeme and I had remained active in PEN, which was then in the habit of throwing fundraising galas at which writers performed, as in The All-Star Eclectic Typewriter Revue of 1977. At one of these, I’d sung a duet with Robertson Davies entitled “Anything You Can Write, I Can Write Better,” with words by both of us. I used my Annie Get Your Gun screechy voice; Rob couldn’t really sing at all. After it, Graeme remarked to the ceiling, “Isn’t it interesting how people like to watch other people who do one thing quite well do another thing rather badly.” This was true.

				For the 1992 PEN Canada Gala, we planned to close out the first act with a country-and-western trio of eminent Canadian writers: Paul Quarrington, who could actually sing and play the guitar; Tiff Findley, who could not; and me, who could sort of. It was to be a medley: “If I Had the Wings of an Agent”; “Streets of Toronto,” with a young writer dying because he’d lost his grant; “Ghost Writers in the Sky”; more. Tiff had performance anxiety beforehand: “I’ll be terrible.” “That’s the point,” I said.

				We got through it and were removing our ten-gallon hats and moustaches when the word came: backstage was locked down, and we now noticed secret agents talking into their sleeves. Salman Rushdie had been in hiding and largely unseen since the fatwa, but he had been quietly smuggled into Canada by a team headed by Louise Dennys, then president of PEN Canada, and was actually in the theatre; and by the way, Margaret, you’re introducing him at the beginning of Act II. As they say in comic books, (Gulp). But I did it, and Salman Rushdie came onstage to tumultuous applause from a stunned audience, and Bob Rae, premier of Ontario, welcomed and embraced him. Newspapers heralded it as the “kiss heard around the world”—the first head of a government to have the guts to appear in public with him. As they also say in comic books, (Whew).

			

			
				Carl Departs

				Carl was weak but stable, we were told, so right after Christmas—a gloomy affair—I took our own little family to Jamaica, plus a friend of Jess’s whose mother was very ill. In the airport I developed a sore throat—a cold, I thought—but soon after we reached Jamaica, I realized it was scarlet fever. I spent a lot of time throwing up into the bathtub and staring out the window at a palm tree, convinced I would end up buried beneath it. I also dreamed a lot: my father was moving away from me, going down the Ottawa River in a canoe.

				
					The Ottawa River by Night

					In the full moon you dream more.

					I know where I am: the Ottawa River

					far up, where the dam goes across.

					Once, midstorm, in the wide cold water

					upstream, two long canoes full

					of children tipped, and they all held hands

					and sang till the chill reached their hearts.

					I suppose in our waking lives that’s the best

					we can hope for, if you think of that moment

					stretched out for years.

					Once, my father

					and I paddled seven miles

					along a lake near here

					at night, with the trees like a pelt of dark

					hackles, and the waves hardly moving.

					In the moonlight the way ahead was clear

					and obscure both. I was twenty

					and impatient to get there, thinking

					such a thing existed.

					None of this

					is in the dream, of course. Just the thick square-

					edged shape of the dam, and eastward

					the hills of sawdust from the mill, gleaming as white

					as dunes. To the left, stillness; to the right,

					the swirling foam of rapids

					over sharp rocks and snags; and below that, my father,

					moving away downstream

					in his boat, so skilfully

					although dead, I remember now; but no longer as old.

					He wears his grey hat, and evidently

					he can see again. There now,

					he’s around the corner. He’s heading eventually

					to the sea. Not the real one, with its sick whales

					and oil slicks, but the other sea, where there can still be

					safe arrivals.

					Only a dream, I think, waking

					to the sound of nothing.

					Not nothing. I heard: it was a beach, or shore,

					and someone far off, walking.

					Nowhere familiar. Somewhere I’ve been before.

					It always takes a long time

					to decipher where you are.

				

				When I have this kind of dream, it’s usually a warning.

				To allow us to travel, a Jamaican doctor gave me an injection. No one else in our group had developed the disease. As soon as we walked into the house, the phone rang. “Come down to the hospital right now,” said my brother. “I’ve seen death before, and this is it.” Carl had had a sudden decline and was in a coma.

				“Have any of you been away?” the nurse asked us as the family gathered together in his room: Harold and Lenore, Ruth, our mother, Graeme, and Jess.

				“I have,” I said.

				“He’s been waiting for you,” she said. He died shortly after.

				

				—

				Our parents had fallen prey to a cut-rate door-to-door prepaid cremation and urn salesman, so after the funeral the family party had to traipse north for miles to a bleak little burn-and-urn facility: heaven forfend that the money should be wasted. But after our mother had been through this experience, she said, “I’m not going up there!” So I relocated Carl to Mount Pleasant Cemetery, where our mother could visit him, and promised her that she would be placed next to him. At this time, she also made me swear, cross my heart, that I would not let her be put into a care home. She wanted to stay in her own house until the end.

				In the front of the journal she started in 1997 so she could remember what to put into her weekly letters to her dear sisters, our mother taped a little excerpt: “This project pays tribute to Dr. Carl Atwood. He was a long-serving board member of Elsa Canada and a member of the Sierra Club. He was an extraordinary man with interests and knowledge ranging far and wide. He was a naturalist in the truest sense of the word: he was a woodsman, canoeist, botanist, entomologist, mammologist, geologist and forester. The project continues his vision to protect Canada’s natural habitat.” I’m not sure what “this project” was: there were several. Our family set up a Carl Atwood Lectureship, which has now morphed into the annual Atwood Colloquium in Ecology & Evolution at the University of Toronto. The latest lecture I attended was by a specialist in fish parasites who concluded his presentation with a video of himself cooking and eating a slug-like bloodsucker. Just the kind of thing Carl would have appreciated.

				He would also have appreciated the comment of Jerry St. Denis, a Wolf Lake First Nation man from Abitibi, Quebec, who helped Harold raise the floor of our log cabin when—after forty years—it was subsiding. Carl had built the thing with no power tools, just an axe. Jerry, who knew about wood and axes, lovingly patted one of the logs. “Son of a bitch never missed a stroke,” he said.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 33

			Alias Grace

			[image: ]

			On January 17, 1994, as part of The Robber Bride promo effort, I set out for New York. Nan Talese, who by then had her own imprint within Doubleday, had managed to shoehorn me onto the Charlie Rose show, a highly prized TV venue for film stars and pundits. I would then hop a red-eye special for Los Angeles and transfer to Santa Barbara for a speaking date. Phoebe-the-Agent would join me there.

			In Toronto’s Pearson Airport I happened to glance at a television screen. There had been a major earthquake in Los Angeles; part of the Santa Monica Freeway had collapsed. Phoebe-the-Agent lived in Santa Monica. Was she all right?

			I taped Charlie Rose, alarming Charlie only slightly. We tried to contact Phoebe, but the lines to Los Angeles were down, and my flight to Los Angeles had been cancelled. I rebooked to San Francisco: I could connect to Santa Barbara that way, and the publicist Marly Rusoff and I stayed over at Nan Talese’s house. In the morning we woke to find everything covered in ice. We called a taxi, but the driver thought better of it and sped away. Marly ran across the street to a nearby hotel in Nan’s bathrobe and slippers and snagged another taxi for me, standing beside it to prevent its escape. It turned out that this was the taxi driver’s first day on the job. He and I headed to Kennedy, although he didn’t seem to know where it was. On the freeway, trucks mushed by, splattering us with slush. The windshield wipers didn’t work, so he pulled over, stopped the car, and got out with a rag and a bottle of Windex, locking himself out. Meanwhile, I was locked in. The taxi had a Plexiglas barrier between front and back to keep the passengers from murdering the driver, but it had an oblong opening through which the money could be passed. Using the skills I’d learned as a teenager for getting through the milk box, I inserted myself diagonally through the oblong and unlocked the driver’s door.

			Once at Kennedy, I rushed to the check-in counter. The plane was just leaving, I was told, but if I ran very fast, I might make it. I sprinted to the gate and down the ramp. The plane door was still open. Nimbly, like a knight jumping a moat as the drawbridge goes up, I leapt in.

			“Oh dear,” said the flight attendants, “we’ve given away your business seat, but there are three empty seats at the back. You didn’t want to talk to those boring businessmen anyway.” Wrong, but never mind.

			At the hotel in Santa Barbara, there was Phoebe-the-Agent. “We were so worried about you!” I exclaimed. “Because of the earthquake!”

			“Oh, has there been an earthquake?” she said. “I wondered why my bowl of rose petals fell off the mantelpiece.”

			
				The Return of Grace

				I was in Zurich, staying in an old hotel called the Schwan. It had very nice writing paper, as hotels did then. On a page with a swan image at the top, I began to write. A woman was walking, looking down at her feet. Impossible red flowers were sprouting from a gravel path. Then there was a cellar, and another woman on her knees, blood streaming down her face.

				“What’s this then?” I asked myself. “And who’s this?”

				My novels often start this way—with a scene, an image, some words. The opening scene often moves elsewhere in the book: The Handmaid’s Tale began with the group hanging scene, but that part eventually shifted toward the back of the book. However, with Alias Grace, the first page remained the first page.

				Who was this watching the red flowers sprout from gravel? And were they the same red flowers that had appeared in The Journals of Susanna Moodie, when Moodie was visiting the Lunatic Asylum and observing the locked ward? I decided that it must be Grace Marks, whose story I’d first come across in Susanna Moodie’s second book, Life in the Clearings.

				Two people had been murdered in the small rural village of Richmond Hill, Ontario, in 1843: Thomas Kinnear, a gentleman farmer from Scotland, and his housekeeper, Nancy Montgomery. Both were found in the cellar of the Kinnear house. Kinnear had been shot. Nancy had been hit over the head, probably with an axe, and then strangled. Susanna Moodie said that Nancy’s body had been cut up into four pieces, which I didn’t believe: it takes time to cut up a body, and why bother when you were fleeing the scene, especially as the body would be found in the cellar anyway?

				The manservant, James McDermott, and the sixteen-year-old maid-of-all-work, Grace Marks, had stolen Kinnear’s wagon and valuables and some of Nancy’s clothes, and had taken a paddlewheel steamboat from Toronto to Lewiston, in the United States. They were pursued, captured, and returned for trial. At the trial, so many people crowded into the courtroom that the floor collapsed. Both accused were found guilty of murder, and McDermott was hanged shortly afterwards. Grace’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, as it was decided she had been a frightened bystander, and she was taken to the newly built Kingston Penitentiary. On the scaffold, McDermott said that Grace had helped him to strangle Nancy Montgomery. Deathbed confessions are always true. Or are they?

				That was the question I was now considering. It seemed that Grace felt I hadn’t done an accurate job of her in The Servant Girl, the television play I’d written in the early 1970s, and wanted me to take another look. What had I missed?

				Quite a lot, as I was to find out. For the TV play—commissioned by George Jonas, one of the Anansi poets I’d edited—I’d used only the Moodie version, in which Grace was the instigator. James McDermott, the manservant, had done the actual murdering, but according to Moodie, Grace had put him up to it. The motive had been her love for Kinnear and her jealousy of Nancy, who was Kinnear’s mistress. She had led McDermott on with promises of sexual favours, but when Nancy was dead and McDermott found out that it was really Kinnear and not himself that Grace lusted for, he’d killed Kinnear too. Susanna Moodie had seen Grace in the Kingston Pen—you could view prisoners then, like animals in the zoo. Later, Grace was declared mad, and was transferred to the newly constructed Lunatic Asylum in Toronto, where Moodie again encountered her and reported that she was now raving mad. Moodie ends her account with the belief that Grace was insane all along, that this explained her actions, and that Jesus would forgive her once she got to heaven.

				But Grace appearing on the Schwan Hotel’s writing paper suggested there was more to it. As Gwendolyn MacEwen said in her poem “Dark Pines Under Water,” “There is something down there and you want it told.” My sister, Ruth, acted as chief researcher, combing through the Kingston Pen archives—those that hadn’t been destroyed in a fire—and contemporary newspaper accounts, including a supposed confession from Grace in which she asked McDermott not to kill Nancy inside, as she had just washed the floor. Ruth also searched the asylum’s archives, and found a letter about Grace written to the Penitentiary—Grace was not mad, said the director, and please stop sending me all these fake insane people.

				Ruth and I found some witness accounts, but they contradicted one another—the house was tidy, it was in disarray; Grace was beautiful and a blonde, no, a redhead, and she was tall, no, short; she was in love with Kinnear, no, he was in love with her. We found the judge’s notes, which were indecipherable. We checked out the Richmond Hill Presbyterian graveyard, where Nancy and Kinnear were known to be buried. There was an impressive monument to a Thomas Kinnear, but that man had been in his seventies when he’d died: Surely not the plausible focus of a steamy love triangle? We then discovered that Kinnear and Nancy had been buried together, with her body placed horizontally below his feet, like a rug. (Obviously they couldn’t be allowed to be side by side, since they hadn’t been married.) Each grave had been surrounded by a picket fence, his white, hers black, a double standard in grave decoration. But in the later nineteenth century, the wooden grave markers had decayed, and the church fathers had burned them. Nancy and Kinnear were in the graveyard, but where, exactly? How can you tell anyone’s story without knowing how old they were?

				Aileen Christianson, whom we’d met in Scotland back in 1979, saved the day. She hunted Kinnear down: he’d been in his early forties when he’d died, and was the younger half-brother of Charles Kinnear, who’d climbed his way into Burke’s Peerage. Charles had recorded Thomas as having died in the same year as he’d immigrated to Canada. There was no mention of the murder, as being murdered was disgraceful. Thomas was evidently a “remittance man”—paid by the family to stay out of Britain. He must have got into trouble with women, I guessed. (Nancy was pregnant at the time of her death.)

				We also tried to track down the Marks family. They were Irish Protestant, not Catholic: most Irish immigrants before the Great Famine had been Protestant. How many children had there been? A lot. We reasoned that Mr. Marks wouldn’t have travelled with so many children but without a wife; however, the census of Toronto in their arrival year didn’t show a wife. Possibly she’d died aboard the ship, as many did, which is how I treated her in the novel. For the census material and the information on the nature and appearance of Toronto at the time, we had the assistance of the historian Ramsay Cook. I was also able to draw on the work I’d done on Days of the Rebels: 1815–1840, the partial history of Canada I’d written for Jack the Mac. Grace had arrived shortly after the 1837 Rebellion; its effects were still being felt, with the reformists taking the part of the common people and the conservatives that of the landed class.

				Was Grace the instigator, as the conservative press would have it—a wicked and manipulative woman who had helped to kill Nancy out of jealousy combined with uppitiness? Or was she an innocent and timid girl, threatened by McDermott and forced to run away with him, as the reformist press believed? After McDermott was hanged, Grace was the only one of the four murder house inhabitants left alive, and she never told. After the book was published, we discovered her signature on the “leaving” questionnaire she’d signed when released from the penitentiary in 1867—the year of Canadian Confederation—under a general amnesty. When asked what had led to her incarceration, she hadn’t said she’d done it, but she hadn’t said she hadn’t done it. She’d said, “Having been employed in the same household as a villain.” Very cagey.

				I set out to write a book that wouldn’t contradict any of the conflicting accounts. As to whether Grace murdered Nancy or not, there was evidence either way. I’d made my way through a hundred pages of the book, for which I was using a third-person voice for Grace. We were back in the South of France. On our way to an event in Paris by train, I got a blinding headache, along with the realization that I had to discard much of what I’d written: it’s hard to have a duplicitous narrator in the third person, unless we take it as a given that the narrator—the author—is lying to us. But a first-person narrator can lie, and conceal, and leave things out, and often does. When a story is being told, there’s always a listener, stated or implied; and there is always a reason why the story is being told to that listener.

				I started again, this time with Grace speaking in the first person, and things went better. There’s also a third-person voice—that of Simon, a young “alienist” interested in pre-Freudian theories of mind and the unconscious, who is hired by Grace’s supporters to try to prove her innocence. He listens to her spoken narrative, which of course puts the best spin on her own actions, and we listen to her inner account. The two differ somewhat, as you might imagine.

				The sections in Alias Grace were named after quilt patterns. Quilting was a major activity for women in Ontario at that time, and the pattern names were highly suggestive: the viewer could free-associate at will. After Ruth and I had pored through the research on nineteenth-century patterns and I’d chosen the suitable ones, Ruth drew the designs that appear before each section: “Jagged Edge,” “Rocky Road,” “Hearts and Gizzards,” “Lady of the Lake.” The last one is not named after the Sir Walter Scott poem, very well known at that time, but after a champion paddleboat steamer that was named after the poem. I couldn’t figure it out at first—nothing in the quilt pattern looked like a lady—but once you know about the steamboat, it becomes clear. See the paddlewheels? (Look at the diamond shapes composed of four squares and you can see the white paddles going around in rotation.)
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				In the first edition of the book, “Secret Drawer” (what secret did it hold?) and “Snake Fence” (who was the snake?) are mixed up, but no one seemed to notice, and we corrected this mistake in the next printing.

				In addition to the quilt patterns, each section begins with two quotations: one from the down-to-earth evidence and documentary accounts, one from the imaginative poetry or fiction of the times. I hadn’t been a Victorianist for nothing. One of the fascinating things about Grace Marks was the way in which she acted as a blank screen onto which many people—many men, because all the writers except Moodie were men—projected their ideas about women. Grace was a fainter: she fainted in the courtroom, which told in her favour. As for Susanna Moodie, it’s my theory that she made Grace the instigator of the crime because that was the central role. Moodie liked to have women near the centre of the action, and if Grace couldn’t be the instigator, she’d be relegated to the role of quivering victim, acted upon rather than acting.

				I chose the picture for the cover: Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s portrait of his model, mistress, and then wife, Elizabeth Siddal, which he began before her death by suicide and finished after it. The girl has a suitably dead-alive, I’m-not-telling expression I thought was perfect for the book. She looks as if she’s in a trance, and indeed Grace does go into a trance in the novel—or does she? The mid-to late Victorian age saw the height of Spiritualism: the dead could surely speak through mediums. Many of these were fraudulent, but there was always the possibility—the hope, the fear—that some were genuine. Mrs. Moodie and her sister, Catharine Parr Traill, participated in table-tilting and used a primitive Ouija board with an arrow that pointed to letters.

				By the spring of 1996, the novel was finished. Graeme and I were spending a few months in Ireland—West Cork, near a village called Newmarket in English and Áth Trasna (“ford across the river”) in Gaelic. We were told a possibly apocryphal story: that the real name of this place was “smelly beach.” Long ago a fierce battle had been fought beside the narrow estuary of Áth Trasna, and the bodies had been left on the beach. The tide went out, and washed them into the sea. Then the tide came in, bringing the bodies back. Several repetitions of this and the beach became very smelly.

				Our local market town was Skibbereen, one of the worst-hit Irish Famine towns. While we were shopping one day, we saw an armoured van and a bunch of heavily armed police outside a bank. “Has there been a robbery?” we asked. “Oh, they always do that,” said our informant. “It’s because of the IRA. They like to raid cash deliveries.” The IRA was still active then; while we were there, they detonated a bomb in London’s Docklands. We learned later that the plans to do it had been made twenty miles from where we were living.

				My mother visited, still game for adventure, and our beloved cat Blackie—who used to jump from roof to roof in a dress back in 1981—died in Toronto. He is commemorated in the story “Morte de Smudgie” in Old Babes in the Wood. (Yes, I really did rewrite Tennyson’s “Morte d’Arthur” with cats, and my sister really did put Blackie in the freezer so I could give him a state funeral upon my return.)

				Then it was time to read the edits of the manuscript for Alias Grace, sent by my Canadian editor, Ellen Seligman at McClelland & Stewart, with assists from Nan Talese (Doubleday) and Liz Calder (now at Bloomsbury). This was before email: the paper manuscript had to be sent by special delivery, but our house had no formal address. I arranged with the delivery company that I would signal my location by hanging a tea towel on a thorn bush outside it. This worked just fine.

				My favourite book-tour moment for Alias Grace was with Studs Terkel, an energetic 1930s radical who had a deep-dive radio interview program in Chicago. I’d first done a show with Studs in 1976—when I was six months pregnant—and was very fond of him. He always read the books, and came to his interviews with a copy dog-eared, sticky-noted, and marked up with coloured pencils.

				Alias Grace begins with the sort of street ballad popular in the nineteenth century—this was how a lot of people got the news then. The ballad recounts the murders and the trial, and ends with Moodie’s pious hope for Grace’s post-mortem redemption.

				“Margaret, Margaret,” cried Studs. “Where did you get this ballad? I looked and looked, and my friend, who’s an authority on Canadian street ballads, couldn’t find it either!”

				“Studs,” I said, “I made it up.”

				Alias Grace was shortlisted for the Booker Prize, but didn’t win it. The head of the jury was Carmen Callil, once of the feminist press Virago, who announced in her speech that we’d had enough of colonials and the Celtic fringe, and that it was time for an English man to win. By this time, I had a running contest going on with the novelist Beryl Bainbridge as to which of us could get nominated for the Booker the most times without actually winning. So far, we were even-steven.

				I received a lot of mail about Alias Grace. Some writers wanted to know if they were related to Grace. (Unlikely.) Some fans made the quilt that Grace makes at the end of the book—“The Tree of Paradise”—and sent me pictures of it, and in some cases the actual quilt.
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				We had several film queries, including one from a young Cate Blanchett, but she then got pregnant and the project disappeared. One special letter was from an already well-known eighteen-year-old actress named Sarah Polley. As a child, she’d starred in Heaven on Earth, the television film I’d written with Peter Pearson about the Barnardo orphans. Sarah had read Alias Grace, she said, and was completely absorbed by it, and wanted to make it into a movie. Twenty years later, she did.

				

				—

				Several years before this, at the urging of Matthew, I had bought a house for Shirley Gibson to live in. The landlord of her previous apartment had wanted to expand his own family into it. For a while she lived unhappily in another flat, but it wasn’t separate from the rest of the house: other tenants passed too close to her door.

				“Don’t do it,” said Graeme to me, but Shirley was giving the kids no rest. When Graeme was out of town, Matthew and I—feeling like naughty delinquents—looked for a suitable house, one that I could afford. It was a hot housing market right then, but, with the help of Fanny Silberman, Rosie Abella’s mother—who’d assisted with my own house purchase—we found a three-bedroom in the residential area of Cabbagetown that I could manage. Shirley would pay nominal rent. People were amazed at the goodness of my heart, but it wasn’t that. I just wanted her to get off the kids’ backs: they worried all the time.

				Once she’d moved in, Shirley bombarded my executive assistant of the time, the unflappable Sarah Cooper, with a litany of complaints. What she really wanted was a house bigger than Graeme’s and mine, said Fanny. Over time, she’d become increasingly paranoid, and had started refusing to take her high blood pressure medication. Finally she became too anxious to live in the house by herself, and an alarm system would also make her even more anxious. So it was decided she would move into the Performing Arts Lodge, where she might feel safer.

				Fanny undertook to sell the house while Graeme and I were travelling in Europe for Alias Grace, and arranged an open house. On the appointed day she rang the doorbell, but there was no answer. She called Matthew, who went around to the back and looked in the kitchen window. Shirley was lying on the floor. Matthew broke the window, cutting himself and spurting blood all over the place, and got in: Shirley was dead.

				“I have never seen such a terrible thing,” said Fanny, which ought to have alerted us to the fact that things were slipping in her mind, as soon became evident. Fanny was an Auschwitz survivor: she had seen a lot of much more terrible things. (In my Moral Disorder story “The Entities,” Fanny is called Lillie. It’s my little tribute to a unique person.)

				Fanny continued to show the house, but she said it was dark. “Fanny, do you think it’s haunted by Shirley?” I asked her. (Graeme said, “Shirley would never do anything so vulgar.”)

				“You know everything,” said Fanny, enigmatically.

				Through arcane channels I got hold of some exorcists of the crystal-and-incense kind. I told them nothing. They went over the whole house. “There’s no one now,” they said, “but someone died right here.” They indicated the kitchen floor. I confirmed that this was so. “She must have wanted a quick exit,” they said. “This is a portal where the entities come and go.”

				“Do you think you could ask them to close this portal and move it into the backyard?” I asked. They thought this might be done. We danced widdershins, tinkling little bells, and left sprigs of sage in the kitchen drawers. Graeme refused to have anything to do with these proceedings. He waited outside in the car, smoking cigars.

				I eventually sold the house to some friends of Matthew’s: two gay designers and their cat. I made them a good deal, just in case there were any entities left.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 34

			The Blind Assassin

			[image: ]

			Margaret, our intrepid mother, had declared that she wanted to stay alive until the year 2000, “to see what will happen.” By that time, she wasn’t seeing much at all, although bright lights were still visible for her. On New Year’s Eve, Ruth and I set off some firecrackers in the backyard for her. My sister lit them but they malfunctioned, setting fire to the thick crop of dry weeds out there. Ruth danced around, trying to avoid being incinerated while stomping out the flames.

			“Can you see that, Mum?”

			“Yes.” She saw something, anyway: she said it was a pretty good show.

			She’d been gradually dwindling. When she was seventy-five, she’d given up ice dancing—waltzes, tangos, foxtrots—for fear she might fall and break a bone. She’d always been a great swimmer, but she’d given up on that too. When she was eighty-four, she announced she would no longer be climbing up on her roof to take the leaves out of the eavestroughs. Me: “You’ve been doing what?” A little later, while gardening, she fell into her window well and took four hours to get out. She told me about it the next day. Me: “Were you wearing your Medic Alert button?” Her: “I forgot to push it.” (Interpretation: I can take care of myself.) Me: “Why didn’t you call me?” Her (rather offended): “But I was out.”

			She suffered from glaucoma, but despite that she kept a daily journal, beginning in January 1997. On October 23, 1998, she was digging out the tomato plants and dealing with her compost pile. On October 24, she says, “I can’t see to read and write. Peggy phoned and I told her. She is taking steps to get an early appointment with [indecipherable].” On October 25, the journal stops, but not before she’d written, “We had lunch outdoors. Graeme gave us a delicious one.” The last word is “Matilda.” I have no idea who or what that was.

			By that time—over her protests—we’d got her a daily helper. That was after we’d discovered that the microwave oven was charred because it had been on fire. She’d also been having some transitory ischemic attacks (TIAs), little strokes that couldn’t be seen on a scan and that supposedly didn’t cause lasting damage. But with the helper, she was still able to go for walks.

			In June 1999, we threw a ninetieth birthday party for her in the backyard. We had canopy tents in case it rained, balloons, cake, the works. People came from near and far. Did she enjoy it? Perhaps. There is always something sad about such events. The long goodbye, as Raymond Chandler had it.

			

			—

			I’d been scribbling away at a novel called The Blind Assassin. I’d set out with the idea of writing about my grandmother’s and my mother’s generations—between them, they spanned the entire tumultuous and change-ridden twentieth century, including both world wars, the advent of telephones, automobiles, film, radio, television, and the early Internet—but both of these women were too nice to be put into a novel by me.

			I started the thing three times. The first time, the central old lady was dead and her younger relative was discovering her story through some letters found in a hatbox in her attic. No, I thought, this isn’t working, and also it’s too predictable: we’ve seen too many stashes of letters in attics. Out went the hatbox. Next, I tried a stubborn and evasive old lady who was still alive. The hatbox had morphed into a suitcase containing a photograph album, and two nosy reporters or historians, a woman and a man, were trying to get the old lady’s story out of her, especially the part about the dead sister: Murder or suicide? But the two young folks started having an affair, even though the man was married and had twins. The adulterous pair was rapidly taking over the book, so they had to be exiled to a drawer where they could fornicate and self-dramatize at leisure.

			What to do? Finally, I let my protagonist, old Iris Chase, speak for herself. “Ten days after the war ended, my sister Laura drove a car off a bridge,” she begins. Her first-person narrative alternates with two other stories: a complex novel called “The Blind Assassin, by Laura Chase,” and various newspaper and magazine accounts reporting on the events Iris is describing that clash with her own version of them. After studying style, content, clothing fashions, colours of the times, and news reports, I made up all of this reportage except for one piece: from Mayfair magazine, July 1936. This fragment was an adjective-strewn and couture-obsessed travel column describing a transatlantic crossing on the upper decks of the Queen Mary. Oddly, it reads as the most artificial of the excerpts.

			The structure of the book is that of a set of Russian nesting dolls. The newspaper and magazine clippings are viewing the story from the outside. Iris Chase’s narrative is the next layer, contradicting the first and relating her own version of her family’s history—prosperous at the beginning of the century, when Ontario had a lot of small but successful businesses in small but successful towns, then declining though the First World War, the 1920s, and then the Depression. Iris is traded into marriage with a rich but ruthless man—he gets social prestige, she bails out her family. Her younger sister, Laura—an unworldly girl—finds this arrangement upsetting. Then Laura drives Iris’s car off the St. Clair Bridge and dies in the smash. Why?

			The third and innermost layer is the story of the novel, “The Blind Assassin.” A married woman from a wealthy background is having an affair in a seedy part of Toronto with a 1930s lefty who resents her class position. He’s been making a scanty living writing for the sci-fi “pulps”—as Ray Bradbury initially did—and starts telling his lover about a yarn he’s composing that is set on the Planet Zycron, featuring a man who is very good at assassination because he can “see” in the dark. The deep background for this situation was probably the H.G. Wells story “The Country of the Blind”: An explorer stumbles upon a Shangri-La in which nobody has eyes, and believes he can rule over them because he can see. But he can see only in daylight, whereas his potential subjects can do equally well in the dark. His beloved says she can’t marry him until he has those two ugly bumps removed from his face, and he hastens to escape before the inhabitants can gouge out his eyes. You can see that blindness was much on my mind: I was dealing with it daily as my mother’s sight failed.

			My model for the sex-tinged book-within-a-book-within-a-book, “The Blind Assassin,” which is attacked in Canada for obscenity after Laura Chase is dead and the book is published, was Elizabeth Smart’s 1945 novel, By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept, inspired by her affair with the British poet George Barker. Smart’s socialite mother, feeling this book was discreditable to her, used her political influence to get it banned, then traced down all the copies she could find in Canada and burned them. I wanted to use a quote from Smart among the epigraphs at the front of the book, but got no reply from the agency that controlled copyright, so instead I used an inscription from a Carthaginian funerary urn, cooked up by me. (To my knowledge, only one person spotted the fakery.)

			Here is the description of The Blind Assassin from the inside front jacket flap, which will do as well as anything to convey its flavour:

			
				The Blind Assassin describes a risky affair in the turbulent thirties between a wealthy young woman and a man on the run. During their secret meetings in rented rooms, the lovers concoct a pulp fantasy set on Planet Zycron. As the invented story twists through love and sacrifice and betrayal, so does the real one.

			

			
				How I Name My Characters

				Why is Iris Chase called Iris Chase? Why is Laura called Laura? Recently, I was talking about my approach to character-naming, and my lunch companion said, “You should put that into your memoir.” So here it is:

				
						
						Consider the year in which the character is born, and where. Certain kinds of names were more common in certain years and places. Biblical names were plentiful in Puritan circles in the seventeenth century: Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Hephzibah. Anglo-Saxon ones and Latinate ones (Cedric, Una) were popular in England in the nineteenth century. But names can become unfashionable, and are replaced in popular favour with newer ones. The faded names may return, or not. At present, Marjories are no more and Robyns are diminishing; Sarah and Jessica have faded, but Lily and Amelia, having been absent in the mid-twentieth century, have made a return.

					

						
						Gems and flowers had an inning in the early part of the twentieth century, when Iris and Laura are born.

					

						
						What does a name actually mean? Having spent much time on the names in nineteenth-century novels—Scrooge, Gradgrind, Heathcliff, Linton—I always look up the names I hope to use. Iris is the Greek messenger of the gods—hence a fitting name for a messenger bearing truth from one realm (the past, the dead) to another. Laura comes from “laurel,” sacred to Apollo ever since his unwelcome pursuit of the nymph Daphne, who in some versions of the myth was transformed into a laurel tree. Books like Name Your Baby—and similar websites—are helpful. So are saints’ names. If the name is that of a saint, what does he or she patronize? You might name a character Afra, only to discover that Saint Afra is the patron saint of penitent prostitutes. It might not fit the character you are creating.

					

						
						Unless two people are twins, don’t have names in a novel with the same initial letter. The reader will have trouble telling Marion apart from Millie and Joe from Josh. The same goes for hair colour.

					

						
						Last names must also be carefully considered. “Chase” happens to be one of my collateral family names, but it also refers to hunting, and—by free association—to chaste and chastity.

					

				

				Of course, you could just call everyone John and Mary and have done with it, as I did myself in my short piece “Happy Endings.”

				

				—

				The Blind Assassin was published in the fall of 2000. John Fraser, the editor of Saturday Night magazine at the time, having called The Robber Bride “Margaret Atwood’s bitchy new novel” on the cover of that publication, claimed The Blind Assassin was about his family.

				“Surely not Richard!” I said, naming the worst man in the book.

				“Come down to the club and I’ll show you three Richards,” he said.

				“Surely not Winifred!” I said. Winifred is Richard’s awful sister.

				“Winifred is my aunt.”

				It seems I had struck at least a few chords. I did a pre-launch of the novel in Whitehorse, Yukon, on our way back from a trip to the Mackenzie Mountain Barrens, a remote stretch of upland in the Northwest Territories that, because of its altitude, mirrors the tundra conditions north of the Arctic Circle. Whitehorse is a jumping-off place for canoe trips and wilderness expeditions, as well as a haven for artisans, and I’m fond of it. Eccentricities abound, even among the bio-life. For instance, the town decided to install dark-sensitive streetlights that would turn on after sunset. The ravens figured out that they could sit on the sensors in daytime, cause the lights to turn on, and warm their bums at taxpayer expense. Clever ravens.

				While in Whitehorse, I had breakfast with four female bush pilots. They gave me the following recipe: (1) Collect the lint from your dryer. (2) Collect your candle ends. (3) Collect your pressed-paper egg cartons. (4) Stuff the lint into the egg compartments. (5) Melt the candle ends and pour the liquid wax over the lint. Let cool. Cut into cubes. “Best damn fire starter you ever saw!” I’ve been doing this ever since: the fire starters burn excellently and are highly popular with family members who have wood stoves.

				However, a bad thing then happened in the publishing world. A stinkeroo of a review appeared in the New York Times, written by someone who’d been a friend of Mary McCarthy’s in 1986 when she’d reviewed The Handmaid’s Tale negatively in the New York Times, and who evidently shared Mary’s disapproval of me. The Blind Assassin was a terrible novel, he said. How could I have written it? I ought to be ashamed of myself. And more in that vein.

				I’m not very good at being ashamed of myself, having survived that particular acid bath back in 1949 with the nasty pre-teens. “Piss up a rope, wanker,” was my thoughtful response. (“Piss up a rope” was a Graeme Gibsonism; I have internalized it.) The American publishers, however, hid under rocks and/or looked at the ceiling, as is their way when things go embarrassingly, publicly wrong. Then The Blind Assassin won the Booker Prize. Whew, I thought. I no longer have to deal with reporters asking me why I didn’t win it, only with the ones who’ll be saying why I shouldn’t have.

				Every Christmas, I used to draw a Book Tour Comix for my publishers, so I drew this one:

				
					
						[image: A strip of the comic Book Tour Comix]
					

				

				That sums it up. However, the American publishers recovered from their initial fright after seeing the sales figures.

				Was it fun winning the Booker? I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t; but, being Canadian, and knowing that undiluted celebration of one’s feats is a gross violation of etiquette, I’ll add that I wore the wrong shoes and they pinched my toes, and that, when asked what the biggest influence on my work had been, I said, “Jemima Puddle-Duck by Beatrix Potter.” Why wait for others to make a fool of you? Do it yourself first.

				The big plus was that I reconnected with my first English publisher, Diana Athill, once of André Deutsch. I gave her a thank-you shout-out on television, she heard it, and we got together. We stayed in touch while she lived to a grand old age and wrote several wonderful books about her childhood and her days in publishing: Stet, Yesterday Morning, Somewhere Towards the End.

				I lost my bet with Beryl Bainbridge. But she became a Dame and was posthumously rewarded. The Booker Prize website says: “Beryl Bainbridge, who died in 2010, was a Booker Prize heroine. Although Bainbridge was shortlisted for the Booker Prize five times, she never won. Some degree of correction occurred in 2011 when, after a public vote, her 1998-shortlisted novel Master Georgie won a one-off prize, The Man Booker Best of Beryl.”

				Since Canadians are prone to be offended by the success of other Canadians, I knew it was only a matter of time before someone got in the knife. I walked around looking over my shoulder, but the blow came from an unexpected quarter. My Canadian publisher had been agitating for an interview with the national newspaper, the Globe and Mail, and I finally agreed to do one with a female reporter unknown to me. Her name was Jan Wong. I didn’t know that she’d been a student in China during the Cultural Revolution, by her own account had been all for it, and had denounced her roommate to the Red Guards. It’s hard for anyone to get out of the habit of betraying people, overthrowing the ruling class, or stabbing anyone you perceive as an unfairly bloated target, once you’ve had a taste of the sense of power such stabbings can confer.

				As soon as we sat down to lunch, Ms. Wong announced that she herself would not be eating. Having read “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves,” I knew that refusing to break bread with a meal companion was a bad sign. My spidey-sense tingled, but I didn’t need a spidey-sense to detect the hostility radiating from Wong’s every pore. She began asking intrusive personal questions, and I began avoiding them. I refrained from saying “None of your goddamned business,” but it took an effort. “And your daughter?” she asked. This wasn’t a subject I was willing to discuss: children and young people should be protected from the notoriety of their parents as much as possible. I got out of the restaurant as soon as I could.

				The resulting piece was even worse than I’d expected. In addition to saying that my hobby was baking pies in my gloomy kitchen—Wong had never been in my kitchen, which is explicitly not gloomy—she said that she knew what I was thinking when I declined to discuss my teenage daughter with her: I was concerned about kidnapping and ransoms, and by the way, the daughter could be found at McGill.

				In something of a panic, I phoned my daughter. I said, “Don’t worry, but…and also I said nothing of the kind. I wasn’t thinking about such things at all. I was wondering how to escape from that horrible person.” Now, however, I was worried: I did have a few stalkers and, shall we say, over-enthusiastic male fans in my life at that time. One of them had decided that God had decreed me for his bride. (He backed off after Graeme wrote a stern cease-and-desist letter asserting his own prior claim.) Another was in the habit of leaving muffins with a bite taken out of them on my front porch. Who knows what ideas Wong might have put into their heads?

				Graeme and I wrote to the Globe, pointing out that (1) Wong’s claim was a nasty fantasy, as she could not read minds, especially not mine, and (2) her jab had put a young woman in danger, and (3) she knew nothing about our kitchen. But we couldn’t ask the newspaper for a public withdrawal, as that would just call more attention to the menacing passage. There was a heated discussion backstage at the Globe: men saying “Free speech,” and women saying “It’s not free speech to tell dangerous lies of that kind.” Wong herself pooh-poohed the concern: things like that didn’t happen in Canada, she claimed. Little did she know, evidently. Snotty comment is one thing—you’re reading some now—but outright lies are another.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 35

			The MaddAddam Trilogy

			[image: ]

			In the early spring of 2001, to recover from the stress of The Blind Assassin publication, Graeme and I went on an epic jaunt to western Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and Japan, where I combined interviews and book promotion with birdwatching and temple-visiting. Eleanor Cook and Ramsay Cook, the historian who’d helped so much with Alias Grace, were with us for northern Australia and Japan. Ramsay was a Japanese Imperial Treasure because of his work on the history of Japanese–Canadian relations.

			It was on this trip that I began Oryx and Crake. We were in Arnhem Land, the far north of Australia and the most tropical part, where we took a small bush plane to an area of Kakadu National Park that was inaccessible by road. We stayed at Davidson’s Arnhemland Safaris, a glamping outfit run by Max Davidson, an old bushy guy like my father who had an agreement with the Aboriginal owners of the land. The camp was basic: we slept in tents and showered in outdoor stalls where giant katydids, mantises, and stick insects observed us. We were guided by Max himself, who showed us rock paintings dating back fifty thousand years, and edible plants; we ate the local fish, including barramundi, which changes from male to female when it reaches a certain weight. Max also gave us some crucial advice about crocodiles—never brush your teeth at the same spot beside the river more than once because the next time the croc will be behind you, will push you into the water, and will drag you under a log to tenderize you before it eats you.

			“The people here never changed their way of life,” said Max, “because they didn’t have to. They had everything they needed, right here.” Which caused me to think: What do we need, as humans? What is it about us—we humans of today—that causes us to have infinite and conflicting wants, and is also causing us to destroy the biosphere in search of them? And if some of our basic needs were removed—domestic animal meat and agriculturally grown food, clothing, competition for mating partners, the aggression we show when invading or protecting territory—would our optional wants be different? And, in the age of CRISPR gene-splicing, how easy would it be to alter our basic needs?

			After Davidson’s, we went birdwatching at Cassowary House, in far north Queensland. Cassowaries, looking like crazed dinosaurs with their red wattles and blue heads and their lethal claws, wandered the grounds eating the cut-up bananas left out for them. How much longer could they survive on Earth? Modern human life was against them. Then there were the red-necked crakes scuttling around in the underbrush: if the rainforests dried up, they’d be gone. This was when the novel that was to become Oryx and Crake appeared to me. Yes, appeared: it manifested as a triangle. It sounds nutty, but such was the case.

			From my journal: “Pelee Island, May 10, 2001. I wrote first page of ‘Emu and Crake,’ after getting the idea in March and making notes in April.” Then, at the end of May: “…I was making some notes and writing some pages of what is now Oryx and Crake—the name changed at Hay-on-Wye” (home to the Hay Festival of Literature & Arts, started on the border of Wales by Peter Florence in 1988). I must have decided that the vowels in Emu were too soft, and that Oryx was better, having a spiky x and a harsh r, as well as an enigmatic y.

			I continued writing in the Mackenzie Mountain Barrens, near the Canol Road—a setting I was to use much later in MaddAddam. I wrote still more on the first of many jaunts to the Canadian Arctic. I was making rapid progress until I reached the end of section seven, when the protagonist is about to set out on his journey to the elite gated Compound where he grew up, searching for tinned food left there among the ruins, and…

			

			—

			It was September 2001. I was sitting in Toronto’s Pearson Airport, waiting to get on a plane to New York for the paperback launch of The Blind Assassin. I was knitting: people weren’t yet afraid of being knitted to death on planes. Then my friend Gerry Caplan, from Camp White Pine days, came over to me and said, “Hi, Peg. We’re not flying to New York.”

			“Why not?” I said. He motioned to a TV screen where they were replaying a shot of a plane flying into a World Trade Center tower. Flames were shooting out. “Oh dear,” I said, “one of the pilots must have had a heart attack and there’s been a tragic accident.” We both rebooked our flights. Then a second plane flew into the other tower. It was evidently no accident. I went home, where a white-faced Graeme was relieved to see me: he’d been listening to the radio, and was worried that I was already on an outbound plane. (Box-cutters—useful for slashing throats—were later rumoured to have been found on that particular plane.) History was not over, as had been claimed in the 1990s—it wasn’t going to be peace and commerce forever. Details emerged: this was a well-planned attack.

			It was clear there wouldn’t be any book tours for some time. As paralyzed as everyone else, I stopped writing while Graeme and I binged on the news about the towers. Eventually I started writing again. “Spent some time writing my novel, despite the feelings of futility and why-bother that accompany the Trade Tower disaster and the anticipation of what may follow—”

			Oryx and Crake was told from a male point of view. Having tired of being asked why I “always” wrote about women, I flipped the pancake. (I was then asked endlessly why I hadn’t told the story from the viewpoint of a woman.) The central character is Jimmy/Snowman, who believes he is the last real human alive after his best friend, Crake, has wiped out humanity with an engineered virus. Crake has then killed Oryx, the woman they both love, and has been killed in turn by Jimmy. Jimmy finds himself with the new people Crake had made—people without most of our wants and needs, who don’t wear clothes, who are leaf-eating vegans, who mate in season and with multiple partners, like cats—during which parts of them change colour, like mandrills—and who purr to heal injuries.

			Since I myself was not a young man, I did what I always do: ask the experts. In this case, the expert was a young man I knew. He gave the book, and the male point of view, a careful read.

			“What do you think?” I asked.

			The young man considered. “Yup, yup, yup, yup,” he said. A pause. “How did you know?” He then gave me two pieces of advice: “You don’t say ‘What in the fuck,’ you say ‘What the fuck.’ ” And “That’s not how you roll a joint.”

			Reaction to Oryx and Crake among my editors was mixed. Nan Talese, no raving fan of sci-fi, did her best with the book, though the first cover she came up with—a blue torso with a spray of delicate white flowers up it—looked, said one unkind commentator, like an ad for a feminine hygiene product. Nan finally settled on a doubled Renaissance-style Eve with an apple, both halves joined at the hip. Ellen Seligman from M&S chose a cracked-mud cover that caught the solitude of Jimmy via his shadow, but not the lush natural profusion that follows the removal of our species. The Bloomsbury edition published by Liz Calder showed a pixilated Oryx on the front and a matching Crake on the back, both with green eyes. Each cover made the novel look like a “literary” book rather than a “genre” sci-fi one. But why not both? I have always wondered.

			

			—

			While O&C was going through its edits, my little book called Negotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writing was published. It wasn’t a how-to book; it was about the essence of writing, and who you think you are as a writer, and who other people think you are: shaman, sage, entertainer, clown, self-important poseur, fraud, Freud, tragic romantic hero, dead drunk? This book came out of the six Empson Lectures I gave at the University of Cambridge in 2000. They were named in honour of William Empson, author of the classic text Seven Types of Ambiguity—written when he was not yet twenty-two—who’d been expelled from that very same university for having contraceptives in his room.

			I was told that the lectures should appeal to students, to professors, and to members of the general public, so the range of references was broad—from Milton to Ray Bradbury to George Eliot to Alice Munro to Flaubert to Valerie Martin to Virginia Woolf to Stephen King to Dante, and much in between. It was probably out of guilt for the way they’d made me toil that Cambridge accorded me an honorary degree in 2001. My friend Xandra Bingley, from Blakeney days, was present—who better to handle a strawberry tea in a marquee with toffs?—and remembers this: “Jess was introduced to Prince Philip, the chancellor, as Graeme’s daughter. He spied Graeme’s maple-leaf buttonhole and said to him, ‘There is someone else here from Canada. Ah, here she is.’ [Meaning me.] ‘Have you two ever met before?’ Jess said to him, ‘They must have met at least once.’ [Pause.] ‘They’re my parents.’ Prince Philip first looked bemused and then put back his head and looked up at the sky and roared with laughter.”

			

			—

			The fall of the Twin Towers sparked the Iraq War, 2003 to 2011, although Iraq had had nothing to do with the destruction of the towers. The war’s stated aim was to “disarm Iraq of weapons of mass destruction, to end Saddam Hussein’s support for terrorism, and to free the Iraqi people.” In the lead-up, and before the weapons-of-mass-destruction hunters had come up snake eyes, a rally was held in Toronto at which someone said that George W. Bush and his gang of thugs were the biggest threat to world peace. Margaret Wente, a Globe and Mail columnist who attacked me for years—accusing me of opinions I didn’t have, then shooting me down for having them—published a column in which she said I’d been at the rally and had made the “thugs” remark.

			But this wasn’t true: I wasn’t at the rally, I’d been getting my hair cut, as the haircutter could bear witness. Graeme and I wrote three letters of protest to the Globe but received no reply. So I got Clayton Ruby, the defence lawyer and long-time supporter of writers, whom I’d known since Anansi days, to drop a notice of libel on the Globe. Then I leaked this news to the Globe’s rival, the National Post, inspiring merriment. The Globe’s editor phoned: How could I have done such a cruel thing to them? I pointed out the unanswered letters to the editor. He said that the editor of the Letters to the Editor had been on vacation. (For three weeks? Without a pinch hitter?) He then suggested we have lunch. Being a forgiving sort of person, I agreed.

			Halfway through the lunch, Graeme came through the door after one of his wild escapades, black-leather-jacketed and dishevelled. “Here comes Graeme,” I said. “He’ll join us for dessert. He was trained as a sniper.”

			Sound of a fork being dropped. “Gotta go,” said the editor.

			The Globe did print a retraction, in eensy-weensy typeface. I did not endear myself to Margaret Wente through these tactics: she continued to attack me. It’s so interesting to be someone else’s evil imaginary friend.

			Oddly, she later had a slight change of heart. In a 2018 Globe and Mail column headlined “Margaret Atwood Is a Blood-Drinking Monster,” she covered the barrage of negative epithets with which I was being bombarded online due to my support for due process, and—though possibly experiencing some schadenfreude while retailing these epithets—she supported my views on the importance of laws in a democracy. I am grateful for small mercies.

			

			—

			Oryx and Crake appeared in early summer 2003, not the best season for a serious book. Perhaps the pub date was a ploy to discourage me so I could get back to historical novels: dark are the ways of publishers and subtle are their minds. But the book surpassed expectations. It got nominated for many things, including the Booker again, but I’d been too fortunate too recently for any of these nominations to succeed. The book quickly gathered a fan club of biologists. According to my brother, Harold, the neurophysiologist, they even turned Crake into a verb, meaning “to give an unexpected twist to gene-splicing.” A saying arose among them: “Crake it up, baby.”

			As for Harold, he rendered his verdict. “I thought you did pretty well with the sex,” he said thoughtfully, “but I’m not so sure about the purring.” Science has since vindicated me, however: purring has the same frequency as ultrasound, and has been shown to have self-healing properties for cats. Does purring work for humans? If so, how much, and for what? No firm verdict on that yet.

			
				The Penelopiad

				Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, at the annual Frankfurt Book Fair in Germany, three publishers were having a drink. Or possibly two drinks, or…Let’s just say that during the evening someone had a bright idea. The three publishers were the casually pullovered and slightly dishevelled Jamie Byng of Canongate in the United Kingdom; the stylish, red-headed, and tall Louise Dennys of Knopf Canada; and the quirky, unusual-wide-tie-wearing Morgan Entrekin of Grove Atlantic in the United States.

				The bright idea was that various well-known fiction writers from around the world would be asked to revisit a myth, any myth, transforming it into a work of fiction. Many international publishers would be invited to sign on, and to publish their translations at the same time as the launch in England. The thing would be called the Myths series. The initial iteration would be the biggest collective international launch in the whole wide world! The series would then continue throughout the years, acquainting readers with stories both ancient and new.

				The three conspirators swore an unbreakable oath on red-hot harpoons while drinking a fiery liquid…Wait, that’s from a different book. They swore something or other on something or other, while drinking something or other. Then they woke up the next morning and tried to recall what they had sworn.

				Nonetheless, the scheme went forward. They enlisted the horse-riding and dashing Arnulf Conradi of Berlin Verlag in Germany, the first of many publishers in many languages, and Jamie Byng was deputized to con me into being an early contributor. He planned his stratagem carefully, leaping out from behind a potted palm in an Edinburgh hotel during the book festival and accosting me at the breakfast table, before I’d had my coffee. This detail is crucial. His enthusiasm level was high, his powers of persuasion great, his ability to present a harebrained scheme as a fun endeavour unprecedented. What came over me? Hypnotized, jet-lagged, caffeine-deprived, I agreed. Fantastic! They would launch the series with my no doubt brilliant contribution. Joy all round.

				But which myth was I to upgrade? At first, I decided to do a West Coast myth: the story of the small but helpful Mouse Woman, from the canon of the Haida, a West Coast First Nation belonging to a language group of one. But there were obstacles: (1) I wasn’t Haida. (2) No one would know this myth: before redoing it, I would have to relate and explain the original, and that would take up a lot of the book. (3) I didn’t have the foggiest notion of how to go about it.

				I wrestled with my soul, such as it was. The deadline was drawing near. I called my U.K. agent, Vivienne Schuster. “Do you think Jamie Byng would mind a lot if I just, like, didn’t do this?” I quavered. There was a frosty pause over the transatlantic connection.

				“Well,” said Vivienne in her best displeased-governess voice, “you must do as you like, but Jamie Byng will be gutted.”

				Gutted is not a common word in North American English. It carries a sinister charge for us: not just disappointment, but gore on the floor. How could I be responsible for gutting the hapless Jamie? “Okay, I’ll give it another try,” I said. “But do you think they could maybe launch with someone else?”

				“I doubt it. They’re adamant that it has to be you.”

				No pressure.

				I put on my silver slippers, turned around three times, and asked my guiding Spirit of Writing to transport me to the land of the best suitable myth. Suddenly I was in the ancient Greek Underworld with Penelope and her twelve murdered maids. Now, where did that come from? I’d say 1956, when—as backstory to The Aeneid, which I was studying in high school—I was reading The Odyssey. It struck me then that the punishment of these maids, or enslaved girls—hanged in a line, their feet twitching in a grotesque parody of dancing—was cruelly unmerited. Their sins seem to have been: (1) being raped by one suitor each, and (2) not noticing that the dirty old man who turns up at the door is actually Odysseus in disguise. Maybe also being inhospitable; but, on the other hand, they were not the hostesses.

				I also took exception to the fact that Penelope does nothing much in The Odyssey but weep a lot, sacrifice wheat to the gods, lie to the suitors while pretending to weave a shroud for her father-in-law, and have weird dreams. Oh, and be dissed by her teenage son, who is later to enter manhood by hanging the twelve maids after forcing them to scrub up the suitors’ blood. But who was ruling the goat-infested kingdom of Ithaca while Odysseus was away having sex with goddesses, putting out the eyes of a vegetarian Cyclops, and discovering what song the Sirens sang? It had to be Penelope, since the father-in-law was on the other side of the island, doddering among his pear trees. It was also suggestive to me that Penelope’s mother was a Naiad, and that her cousins were Clytemnestra (Murderous Wife) and Helen of Troy (Slutty Wife). She herself was Good Wife, or so we were told for centuries. But not in every version of the tale: those other than The Odyssey have her sleeping with one of the suitors, or indeed with all of them.

				“Thank you, Spirit of Writing,” I said, sacrificing some wheat in the form of a muffin. I set to work. Penelope became the narrator, talking to us from the Underworld. The maids became the chorus, as in a Greek play. They choose many different poetic forms to dance to, their ghostly feet not touching the ground.

				We launched the series at Frankfurt in 2005, with three books: mine, Karen Armstrong’s A Short History of Myth, and Jeanette Winterston’s Weight. The three of us then went on tour in Germany. I will never forget the sight of Jeanette, her tiny hands scrunched into fists, squaring up to a huge German stage manager who was giving her grief, and saying, “Shut d’ fuck up!”

				There. I just created a myth. Davida and Goliath. One for the ages. Feel free to embellish: all good myths are shapeshifters.

				The London launch was at St. James’s Piccadilly, and took the form of a mixed-media reading/play/musical. We had three actresses who played the various parts, such as Penelope’s Naiad mother (in a bathing cap) and the maids. I played Penelope. We took the story only partway—to the moment when Penelope and Odysseus depart for Ithaca. The production was directed by Phyllida Lloyd—shortly to hit the screen big time with Mamma Mia!—whom I knew because she’d pulled together the first production of Poul Ruders’s Handmaid’s Tale opera in Copenhagen in 2000. I think Phyllida did The Penelopiad for a lark. It was indeed a fun endeavour, as Jamie had promised.

				

				—

				Meanwhile, there was a stray title kicking around. “May I have it?” I asked Graeme.

				“Of course,” he said.

				Moral Disorder was the title of a novel he’d been writing in Ireland in 1996, when he’d abruptly stopped, announcing that he was done with fiction. He’d been collecting bird images and stories for several years, but now he set to it in earnest. The result—eventually—was The Bedside Book of Birds: An Avian Miscellany, which sold more copies and made more money than any previous book of his had done. Being Graeme, he promptly gave most of the money away to bird organizations.

				It was due to his passion for birds that the two of us accepted an invitation to become the joint Honorary Chairs of the Rare Bird Club, the fundraising group within BirdLife International. BirdLife is the oldest and biggest conservation organization in the world, and has been instrumental in saving a number of species, including the vultures of India, so vital to the ecology of that country. Graeme threw himself into this organization with great zeal; I myself was more like a figurehead. The two of us led birding trips to amazing places (Madagascar, Panama, the Canadian Arctic). Eventually, Graeme also helped with the BirdLife International World Congress in Ottawa in 2013, working with Ian Davidson of Nature Canada and also with Bird Studies Canada (now Birds Canada), both of which were BirdLife members. It’s difficult to overstate the role birds had already played in our life: on the micro scale, Graeme’s Birding in Cuba project, and the Pelee Island Bird Observatory; and now, on the global scene, BirdLife.

				Title secured, in the fall of 2006 I published my Moral Disorder, which collected together several of the stories already mentioned in this book. It’s a mix of Nell and Tig stories—these two characters would appear later in Old Babes in the Wood, and they bear more than a coincidental relationship to Graeme and me—and stories of childhood, such as “The Art of Cooking and Serving.” The last two stories, however, are valedictions.

				A valediction is an act of bidding farewell. The first valediction, “The Labrador Fiasco,” is for my father, who had died ten years before. The second—“The Boys at the Lab”—is for my mother and commemorates her glory days—both of their glory days—in that first cabin in the woods, in the early 1940s, when they were still full of energy and projects.

				My mother hadn’t yet died at the time of the book’s publication. However, it was clear that she soon would. She was ninety-seven, blind, and fading fast, but, as I’d promised, she was still in her own house. She had excellent care from two devoted helpers, and she had a strong heart, but nothing lasts forever.

				I think she wanted to die at the same time of year as Carl had: near the winter solstice, when the door between realms swings open. We were all gathered around her, though she waited until Jess had gone for takeout to finally slip away. The two of them were very close—they’d bonded over horses. Although my mother appeared to be unconscious, I’m sure that on some level she wanted to spare her granddaughter the pain.

				When I was thirteen, I’d had a nightmare: My parents were sinking slowly down through our neighbour’s lawn, which was transparent. Their eyes were open: they were gazing sadly up at me as they disappeared. They were leaving me. Now it had happened.

				

				—

				To more cheerful subjects.

				For a long time, the Massey Lectures series—sponsored by Massey College, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, and my old pal House of Anansi Press—had been beseeching me to be Lecturer of the Year. This would involve writing a book, condensing it into five lectures, travelling coast to coast in Canada delivering those lectures during the space of a couple of weeks, then further condensing the thing into five CBC Radio broadcasts with the help of the producer. The book would appear simultaneously, published by Anansi.

				A lot of work for dubious returns. Plus the risk of annoying many people, as I did whenever I stepped outside the bounds of my designated fiction-and-poetry corral. I’d been putting off the Massey folks for years: “Sorry, I’m washing my hair that year. Sorry, I’m still washing my hair. Oh dear, I’m still washing my hair.” Washing my hair was what girls in high school used to say when asked on a date by an unwelcome swain. You didn’t want to hurt their feelings by saying, “In what universe did you think this could ever be possible?”

				However, the following chain of events took place:

				
						
						Anansi had been bought by Stoddart Publishing under Old Jack Stoddart, a good businessman but a harsh individual.

					

						
						Old Jack had died, and Young Jack—a nice person but a bad businessman—had taken over, and had run the company into the ground through a dubious warehouse scheme. Stoddart was about to be dissolved, and the fate of Anansi was unknown.

					

						
						Under these circumstances, the Massey committee was threatening to take the series away from Anansi and give it to a larger publisher.

					

						
						But in swooped Scott Griffin, an entrepreneurish type, who scooped up Anansi at the last minute. As a boy, he used to jump off his cottage roof wearing a Superman costume. This had fitted him for a life of risk. When he’d been naughty, Scott was made to memorize long Victorian poems as punishment, which—paradoxically—had given him a love of poetry. He was later to found the Griffin Poetry Prize and Poetry In Voice/Les voix de la poésie, a national poetry-recital competition for high-school students that has produced some very impressive performances. Anansi had a long and distinguished poetry backlist. Thus it made sense to Scott to embrace such a quixotic venture.

					

						
						I then received a letter saying Help Help! The Massey Lectures were a mainstay of Anansi’s bottom line: What could I do to keep them in the company? Being a softie, I wrote a letter to the Masseys saying that if they moved the series out of Anansi and into a bigger publisher I would never, ever do the lectures, ever. They didn’t move it. So, could I now please stop washing my hair and actually do the lectures?

					

				

				This being 2007, and my lecturing ordeal being scheduled to take place in the fall of 2009, I had some time. But the committee said they would like to know my subject, so as to be prepared. I said I was interested in debtor–creditor relationships, at which—I am told—they turned a frightening shade of lime green: they thought I wanted to talk about economics, a subject for which a pea-brained scribbler was obviously unsuited. Then I sent them my outline, which reassured them. My scope was much broader. It was about who owed what to whom, and why. It ranged from grape-trading monkeys to religions—redeemer, as in Christ the Redeemer, comes from early pawnbroking and the redeeming of pledges—to mortgages, to devil’s bargains—riches on earth traded for your soul—to the effects of credit cards on debt levels, and to Mafia revenges: pay up or we kill you. Victorian novels were featured: most of them are about money, when you get right down to it. If only Madame Bovary hadn’t gone so far into debt! She could have gone on committing adultery forever and no one would have found out.

				Then three curious things happened. First, in early 2008, my U.S. publisher, Nan Talese, said we couldn’t publish The Year of the Flood—my sequel to Oryx and Crake and the second book in the MaddAddam trilogy—in the autumn of that year, as had been scheduled: it was an election year in the United States, Obama had won the Democratic nomination, it would be an election like no other, and it would suck up all the media oxygen. We would have to postpone until the fall of 2009. That would leave me doing the 2009 Massey Lectures in Canada at the same time as I was promoting the novel internationally. I was unhappy, but there was no choice.

				Second, in February 2008, John Fraser of the Massey committee and also the master of Massey College, went down on his knees on his office carpet and said that the scheduled lecturer for the 2008 Massey Lecture would not be able to deliver the manuscript to meet the June deadline. Please would I, please could I…Being a sucker for heartfelt grovelling, I said, “Give me two graduate students to do the research-checking and it’s a deal.” Done. I set to work. I had four and a half months. I met the deadline.

				The third curious thing was that in October, just as I was setting out on the lecture tour with Sarah MacLachlan of Anansi, the Great Financial Meltdown of 2008 took place. Consternation. Tears. Hand-wringing. Panic. And there was me, opening in St. John’s, Newfoundland, with a book featuring on its cover a balloon about to be popped with a tack.

				How had I known? the audience asked. Was I clairvoyant? I hadn’t known, exactly. But, being a reader of subway ads, I’d noticed that the bras, cigarettes, and liquor of earlier years had been replaced by quite a few ads for get-out-of-debt companies. There must be a market for these, I thought. Something was up.

				Anansi printed some bookmark ad cards called “Paybucks,” featuring my face in a dollar format on one side and the book on the other. The edges were singed.

				The last lecture was in the Chan Centre in Vancouver. I was wearing a hot-pink shawl, a favourite of mine before the moths got at it. A student reporter wrote it up. “Margaret Atwood appeared onstage, looking like a Q-tip on fire,” she said. She’ll go far, I thought.

			

			
				Another Writing Burrow

				Back in the early 1970s, I’d been persuaded by my father to purchase a stretch of land on the Oro Moraine so it wouldn’t be turned into a gravel pit. Graeme and I had always wondered what to do with this piece of pristine hardwood forest.

				Now, my sister, Ruth, told us that a piece of land adjoining ours with a house already on it had come up for sale. Also, it was adjacent to my brother’s land and within walking distance of the place Ruth had inherited from our parents, where she and her husband, Ralph, and their parrot, Ricky, had been living for a decade. Reluctantly, we said we’d drive up to see the house. “We’d be crazy to buy this,” we said on the drive up. “We’d be crazy not to buy this,” we said on the drive back.

				When you buy a thirty-year-old house, there will be problems. Need I mention the freezing winter cold—until we got the furnace and windows replaced—and the mice? The black ants in the ceiling and the two roof replacements? The mice? The balcony that was in danger of falling off the outside wall? The mice? The electricity blackouts? The time the water pump ceased functioning in midwinter and the Plumbing Doctors arrived and hauled the rusty sculpture of a pump up out of the well and said, “What is THIS?”

				The woodchucks, the porcupines, the coyotes, the foxes, the bears, the yellowjackets, the ravens, the rabbits, and—we think—a bobcat. Did I mention the mice? However, it was a perfect place for Writing Burrow #2. In my room devoted to writing—below ground level—I was invisible.

				
					
						[image: An illustration of the writing burrow. The author is underground, below a flower bed, at a desk writing with a quilled pen. There is a ladder, a light bulb hanging from the ceiling, and three spiderwebs.]
					

				

				Unlike Pelee Island and northern Quebec, both of which were six or seven hours away and included water travel, this little house was only an hour and a half from Toronto by car. Now Graeme could thrash about in nature on the weekends, cutting down dead trees with his chainsaw, alarming the nesting goshawks, collecting wild leeks in the spring with me, and roaring around on the old ATV that lived in the garage. One day he came screeching out of the forest with a load of firewood, his face streaming with blood. A low-hanging branch must have slashed him. He didn’t seem to notice and, after dumping the wood, roared off again. I scribbled, he roared. Division of labour.

				

				—

				The Year of the Flood took place during the same slice of time, but instead of viewing life through the lens of high-tech and protected biocorporation denizens, it went outside those gated communities to the Pleeblands—areas of free-for-all where the common people lived, loved, hated, and murdered one another.

				The novel had originally been called God’s Gardeners, the name of a cult that lived and gardened on flat rooftops in the Pleeblands and attempted to combine Nature and Scripture. But the Americans said that God’s Gardeners sounded too much like a weird religion: general readers would shun it for that reason. How about Edencliff, the name of the Gardeners’ rooftop enclave? Ghastly, said the English: sounds like a retirement home in Bournemouth. How about Serpent Wisdom, the name of one of the chapters? Gawd no, said the Americans. It invokes a West Coast woo-woo organic shampoo. We finally settled on The Year of the Flood, named after the Waterless Flood, or plague, predicted by the Gardeners. Best we could do.

				Flashback to 2008: The editors and agents were gathered for four days in a hotel room at the old yet-to-be-renovated Park Plaza Hotel in Toronto, back when the washbasins were still falling off the walls. They’d been reading the manuscript of The Year of the Flood, presented to them by me over breakfast the first day in gift bags with appropriate colour schemes for each. (Ellen Seligman’s was purple, Louise Dennys’s was green, Vivienne Schuster’s was red, Phoebe’s was mauve, and so on.) Each editor in turn discussed what they liked or the issues to be addressed. We laid the manuscript out on a bed and did some cutting and shuffling. When we were finished, Phoebe-the-Agent surprised us with a cake, ordered in advance and delivered to the room. She loved celebrations.

				Then she said we should light a Candle of Gratitude. She had a large one ready, did a West Coast recitation, lit it, and set off the fire alarms for the entire multi-storey building. We watched in trepidation from our upper-floor window as the wailing fire engines headed toward us along Bloor Street. Then we ate the cake.

				

				—

				After the financial meltdown of 2008, publishers were in free fall. Once-populous wordsmith halls in New York resounded with echoing footsteps as more and more employees were terminated, including many publicists. It became clear to me that I would have to organize my own book tour for The Year of the Flood, if there was to be one.

				Phoebe and I decided on a series of live events: a combination book tour, musical and dramatic performance, and fundraiser for birds—an expanded version of what we’d done with The Penelopiad.

				This scheme was made easier by the fact that Orville Stoeber, Phoebe’s partner—a singer-songwriter with an upbringing in the Lutheran Church—had read the book in manuscript, had channelled Adam One, the leader of the God’s Gardeners, and had already composed the music for the Hymns of the God’s Gardeners that appear following each one of Adam’s sermons.

				To each group doing the event—book festivals, bookstores, or other interested parties—we would send the sheet music and the script, with three speaking characters—Adam One, Toby, and Ren, the three protagonists. Volunteers would read relevant sections of the book. The hymns would be sung by a choir, three people with a guitar, or anything in between. I would turn up as narrator, not knowing what to expect in the way of acting and singing. The actors ranged from professionals, to kids who worked in the bookstores, to friends of friends. Costumes were optional. Donations to conservation organizations would be gratefully accepted. Sometimes we charged for tickets and used those proceeds to pay for the show. The publishers kicked in some travel money. At the end of the day, Phoebe-the-Agent and I broke even.

				There would also be a website on which I would blog the progress of our tour, post pictures of each event, and thank the participants. The website designer was Scott Thornley, shortly to author the successful MacNeice detective series. In one corner of the landing page was a little window.

				“What’s that?” I asked.

				“That’s a Twitter feed,” said Scott. “It’s new. You’ll like it. It’s fun.” My first Twitter experience: Three fake Margaret Atwoods—posting tweets that were much more romantic and lyrical than anything I myself would ever have composed—had to be expelled from the platform. For this I had the help of McLean Greaves, a nice techie man who became my Twitter coach as I entered this strange new universe. Which wasn’t nearly as strange as it is today.

				We launched in Edinburgh under the auspices of the Edinburgh International Book Festival. Richard Holloway—former Bishop of Edinburgh and Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church—played Adam One, dressed in a robe featuring both fake fur and tartan. He was very good at the sermons. Afterwards, he said, “I almost convairted meself.”

				We progressed through Bath, Bristol, Ely, London, Cardiff, and more. Then on to the United States and Canada. In Canada, we were followed around by the documentary filmmaker Ron Mann, who produced a doc titled In the Wake of the Flood, complete with organic vegetable growers. Altogether, we did twenty-three performances. Best singing: the a cappella choir in Bristol. Best costumes: Kingston, Ontario. The woven newspaper sun hats were splendid. I still have mine. Closest to a musical catastrophe: Cardiff. The singers were pulled together at the last minute, and were sadly out of tune. Luckily, Orville was there with his guitar, and salvaged things somewhat. Since nobody knew what to expect, we got away with a lot of things we wouldn’t have otherwise.

				The closest to a total bust was in New York, at Symphony Space. The organizing had been handed over to a company in “the music business.” Too late, we discovered it specialized in punk rock band lookalike concerts on barges in New York Harbor. All they had done by way of publicity was to list us as an upcoming concert on their website, along with bands resembling the Sex Pistols. This was not our target market. (“Margaret who?” the Sex Pistols fans must have wondered.) Symphony Space seemed not to know we were performing there. I thought I would have to buy some happy face balloons and put them in the seats to fill the place up, but Twitter came to the rescue, and we had an audience.

				Most multicultural performance: Japan. The Tokyo actors spoke Japanese, the singers had come from the Toronto production—the translations of the lyrics were in the program—and I spoke English, with a mini-me translator.

				“Surely this will be too odd,” I said.

				“Japanese people are used to unconventional theatre,” they said.

			

			
				Zombies, Run!

				It was May 2011. I was in the bar at the Intercontinental Hotel in New York, meeting with two mysterious operatives from a secretive society: the Rolex Mentor and Protégé Arts Initiative. Wouldn’t a senior practitioner like me wish to help a deserving younger novelist? they purred.

				“No,” I cried. “I’ve taught creative writing to undergraduates! The redundant hyphens! The grocers’ apostrophes! The dangling gerunds! You can’t drag me back!”

				“Your protégé would not be a beginner,” they soothed.

				“How much not a beginner?” I quavered. “And why should Rolex be interested in fiction?” But Rolex makes watches, and watches measure Time, and Novels are about Time, and Time is the hidden primary subject of every novel. It all made sense, more or less; or so I told myself. In the end, I said yes. I would have a choice of protégés, they said.

				Mentoring doesn’t work if the mentee can’t stand her ground and defend her artistic choices. I chose Naomi Alderman because she wasn’t in awe of me, or indeed of much else. She came with a dramatic life story. Raised Orthodox Jewish in London, England, she’d discarded the notion that women were secondary creatures and had made her own way in the world. She’d been working in a bank in New York when, on September 11, 2001, she’d witnessed the destruction of the Twin Towers. “I might die at any moment,” she’d told herself, “so I should quit the bank and take a crack at writing, which is what I really want to do.”

				She supported her writing by teaming up with a partner to build an app called Zombies, Run! “Exercise is boring,” she told me. “Zombies, Run! is a way of making it more interesting by adding randomized attacks by zombies—you have to run faster to escape them.”

				“With me it would be more like Zombies, Hobble,” I said.

				“That’s okay,” she said. “You can adjust it to your own speed.”

				When in London, I made a guest appearance in a Zombies, Run! episode. Naomi and I wrote the script in a pub, laughing like drains, and I recorded it in the tiny Zombies, Run! sound booth. In this segment, I am trapped in the CN Tower, where I’m safe-ish—zombies are bad at climbing stairs—and reporting to London on the situation in Canada. The entire Canadian government has been zombified—how do we know this hasn’t already happened? But worse, so has the National Hockey League! Zombies are hopeless on skates.

				
					
						[image: A black and white photograph of the author and Naomi. Naomi stands behind the author, pretending to be a zombie.]
					

				

				Graeme and I took Naomi on a couple of excursions outside her London comfort zone. She joined a birding adventure in the Panamanian jungle, which may have influenced her 2023 novel, The Future, in which three tech gurus are stranded on a tropical island. She also came with us to the north on an Adventure Canada expedition. I treasure the memory of Naomi wearing her new red deerskin mittens, sitting beside a waterfall on the coast of wild Labrador, surrounded by rocks, cliffs, and ocean.

				“This doesn’t care about us at all, does it?” she asked Graeme, gesturing with her red mittens.

				“No,” said Graeme, “it doesn’t.”

				“That’s very reassuring,” said Naomi.

				

				—

				From 2001 onwards, Graeme and I had travelled with Adventure Canada almost every year. Their expeditions weren’t traditional “cruises,” as—due to ice and weather conditions—you never quite knew where you’d be heading. We’d first gone at the invitation of Matthew Swan, one of the three founders: Come along, give some talks, enjoy the view. And the local cultures, the art, the walruses, whales, seals, foxes, arctic hares, and polar bears. Graeme would talk about birds, I would talk about my life as a writer. Each staff member had to have an extra talk handy in case the weather cancelled a scheduled land activity.

				On a trip in the summer of 2011, we were sitting around with some friends, discussing—as one does—how to murder someone on the ship. Graeme, a natural-born spy, quickly figured it out. The intended murder victim would have to be travelling alone. They would be someone the murderer had known when young, recognized, and had a motive for killing, but the intended victim didn’t recognize them. The murder should happen early in the trip, and the body should be left on land—no place to hide a body onboard, and tossing into the sea wouldn’t do: too much light in the arctic summer, too many all-night whale-watchers. The life-jacket count and the card-turning system then in use—green for on ship, red for onshore—would have to be finessed. The victim’s continued existence on the ship would have to be faked by the murderer—bed slept in, showers taken, teeth brushed. Not until Greenland, the end of the voyage, when the victim failed to retrieve their passport, would it be discovered they’d gone missing.

				With this guidance, I sat down to write “Stone Mattress,” which would become the lead story in the 2014 collection of that name. The title came from the stromatolites (meaning, literally, “stone mattress”) that we had just visited onshore. These fossilized algae colonies—flattened rounds, like Swiss cheeses—formed high ridges, behind one of which it would be convenient to murder someone, out of sight of the rest of the group. I’d written half of the story when, due to a stretch of bad weather, I was called upon to perform my third staff party trick, so I read as much of the story as I’d done. The passengers were amused to find their own recent activities played back to them. However, the murdered man’s name was Bob, and there were five Bobs on the ship. I had to assure them that none of them was the intended victim. The murder weapon was a quarter of a stromatolite—very heavy and pointy. It’s in my kitchen.

			

			
				Graeme Draws a Clock

				In 2012, Graeme said there had been a change in his memory. He was forgetting things. I said that everyone forgot things, but it was only when you were older that you worried about it. He said this was different. He betook himself to our wonderful doctor, Maris Andersons, and got himself diagnosed. He drew the proverbial clock. He was in the early stages of dementia.

				“What’s the prognosis?” he asked. “How long have I got?”

				“Either it will move quickly, or it will move slowly, or it will stay the same, or we don’t know,” was the answer.

				Graeme and Big Larry Gaynor used to have a pact: if they reached the stage at which they were no longer going to be themselves, Larry would get hold of a lethal drug and inject them with it. But Big Larry had died in 2010. That road was no longer open.

				For some time, the condition moved slowly or stayed the same. I could notice no change. Graeme cheerfully told everyone, “I have dementia!” as if announcing he had a new puppy. He was curious about the process, as he had been curious about every process. No one could believe that he was afflicted: he seemed to be carrying on as normal.

				When he was eighty, he made the decision to stop driving. He’d continued to be an excellent driver. “But,” he said, “if I’m involved in an accident, even if it’s the other guy’s fault, the fact that I’ve been diagnosed will tell against me.” We had to think up other stratagems for getting around. For Pelee, through our friend Rick Masse, we got hold of two four-wheeled electric scooters with roofs and detachable waterproof sides. The batteries were good for getting to the liquor store and back. We rollicked on as before. Still, there was the sensation of treading water.

				

				—

				Meanwhile, I’d been writing the third book in the MaddAddam trilogy. It carried on from where the other two books had ended. Think of two roads merging, then becoming one.

				The first scene I wrote was set in the Mackenzie Mountain Barrens, around the old Canol Road barracks left over from the Second World War, where Zeb is sitting under a shrub. As usual, that scene moved further back in the book as I continued. I made a limited edition of this chapter, for use as a fundraiser. One of the visual motifs is Graeme’s boots, in one of my favourite pictures of him: Graeme canoeing, on our first trip long ago. In addition to Graeme, the other model for Zeb in the book was Big Larry Gaynor. I enjoyed the thought of Larry killing a bear, dressing up in its skin, and pretending to be a Sasquatch. It’s the kind of thing he would have done.

				We had trouble with the cover for this book too. In the United Kingdom, they put a pink rose on the front: there are luminous roses in the book. I said the pink rose would suggest life in an English country village, whereas in reality MaddAddam contained a lot of violence and evisceration. Readers expecting flower-arranging would be shocked. Maybe pigoons, Crake’s genetically engineered super-pigs, which are more heroic creatures in Book Three than they are in Book One? The designers produced a dejected-looking pig with a raven sitting on its back. “The pigoon should be alert and in motion,” I said. It reappeared in a leaping stance. “Now open the raven’s wings.” “Now add sound—open the beak.” Voilà: a flying pig, impossible in real life but fine on book covers, and on the birthday cards Jimmy/Snowman used to receive.

				In North America, the cover designers began with a dead-looking nest with an egg in it. When I said it was too dour, they made the lettering into twigs. “Twiggy lettering means elves,” I said. I suggested they change the primary colours to blue and orange. They added some cracked glass, for a sunburst effect, and a blue hand inside the egg. That looked right.

				Flash-forward to 2024. I flew to London, England, to see the Royal Ballet and Opera/Covent Garden production of the MaddAddam ballet developed by Sir Wayne McGregor over the previous few years. It was a joint production with the National Ballet of Canada, and was supposed to debut in 2020, but then…COVID-19. It was still COVID in 2021, and in 2022. Finally, in January 2023, the Canadian production appeared at the Four Seasons Centre in Toronto, followed the next year by the English one. It’s an inventive and stunning ballet, and oddly moving. People cry in it a lot, says Wayne. Unlike, I’m guessing, Swan Lake.

				When Wayne was talking me into it, he said, “I can’t tell you what we’ll do, but it won’t be linear.”

				I said, “What will you do about the big blue penises?”

				“We’ll think of something,” he said.

				

				—

				Jess had been highly annoyed in the past because, not wishing to upset her during exams, we hadn’t told her immediately about the death of our cat Blackie. Since then, she’d suspected that if one of us developed a life-threatening disease the other would hide it from her, so we tried to keep her informed. Here is me emailing her from the Writing Burrow in Oro-Medonte Township, sometime—I think—in 2014:

				
					No Need To Panic. Your dad had a heavy fall onto his left lower rib area yesterday when moving logs around. We worried at first about broken/cracked rib, even heart impact. He was in mild shock. Having taken the St. John’s Ambulance Course, I did the required—ice, pain spray, liquids, spoonful of honey, despite having a resistant patient (“Open your mouth!”)—and I also had some killer pain pills…. Called Ruth. She and Ralph came over and we decided that the emergency clinic would just mean a lot of sitting around, and by that time it was clear it was not a heart thing, and Graeme had a snooze; and while he was doing that, we made lovely soup, her recipe, despite patient resistance (“I’m not hungry!”), and then Harold came over; and by that time Graeme was well enough (and zonked enough on the pill) to get up and have dinner with us. (“Food will do me good.”) Harold gave some warnings about old people having brittle bones and we had to look out for punctured lungs…but Ralph said encouragingly that in that case bloody froth would be coming out of Graeme’s nose, and Ruth said we could fix that up with some toothpaste and food colouring. So you can see that everyone pitched in.

				

				We tried to keep things light, no doom and gloom, but it was becoming clearer that Graeme, who’d had several near-death experiences and survived them all, wasn’t going to be able to dodge every bullet forever.

				

				—

				The Heart Goes Last, a novel published in 2015, began life online. In 2012, Amy Grace Loyd, a talented editor I knew (The New Yorker, New York Review Books Classics series, Playboy, Esquire, and others), had teamed up with an online publishing venture called Byliner. Would I consider writing a short piece of original fiction for them? she wondered.

				Online publishing was quite new then, and I’ve always wanted to explore new things. I did a story that performed well, so I continued on with it for three more episodes. Then Nan Talese, my editor at Doubleday, caught wind of it. This should be a novel, she said. To make it into one I needed to tear the episodes apart and put them back together, with some backstory and a continuation.

				It went like this: After a disastrous financial meltdown—like the one we’d just gone through in 2008—and a collapse of civil order, Stan and Charmaine are living in their car with no cash and dangerous gangs roaming around. They sign on to the Positron Project, a “social experiment” that offers a stable income, nice living quarters, and food on the table. Positron bills itself as an alternative to both joblessness and the “incarceration nation” American prison system. It proposes full-employment positivity. Every second month, Stan and Charmaine will move out of their allotted house and into the nearby prison, swapping positions with two prisoners whom they never meet. They leave the shared house in top condition so their doubles will do the same for them. Treatment of prisoners is considerate, as during the next turn the positions will be switched. Are there any real criminals? If so, nobody seems to know where they are.

				At first things go well, and Stan and Charmaine can hardly believe their luck. Then it gets creepier. Are we in a twisted version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a dark comedy with love confusions among two couples, wanderings in the dark, and various physical transformations? Possibly. But then, A Midsummer Night’s Dream is already quite twisted.

				

				—

				Did these Shakespearean parallels influence the next book that emerged? In 2013, I’d been approached by Becky Hardie on behalf of the Hogarth Shakespeare project to take part in a celebration of the four hundredth anniversary of Shakespeare’s death in 1616. I had met Becky once in Blakeney many years ago, as she was the child of Jeremy Hardie, then husband of Xandra Bingley. Now an adult, Becky was a hotshot editor in London. Lots of writers would participate, she said. Each would choose a Shakespeare play and write a modern novel based on it. I agreed to try.

				I chose The Tempest. It’s an old-person’s play, like King Lear, but it’s also an artist’s play. Prospero—being a producer/director/playwright—is the character closest to himself that Shakespeare ever wrote. I read the play, I read the play again, I read the play backwards. I read about the play. I read about prisons. I read about putting on Shakespeare plays in prisons.

				I set the book in a prison because everyone in The Tempest is imprisoned in some way. The Prospero figure is Felix, the creative but deposed and bitter artistic director of a summer festival not unlike the Stratford Festival in Ontario. He has always longed to stage The Tempest, and now—through his position as a teacher of Shakespeare within the Fletcher County Correctional Institute—he will stage it, while getting revenge on his enemies at the same time.

				Projects like these are puzzles: What fits where? In the original, Prospero credits an auspicious star and bountiful Fortune with placing his enemies within range of his magic. Auspicious stars and a belief in the Goddess Fortuna would not convince in the twenty-first century, so I devised a character who could play that deus ex machina role: a woman with money and political influence. What to do about Miranda, a girl who’s known about men only through her father and a malevolent being who’s tried to rape her? Miranda could not be imprisoned in a condo by a doting and protective father: too weird. The solution I came up with is quite weird too, but it fits.

				Redoing The Tempest was a welcome distraction as the world darkened. The feel-good era of President Obama was coming to an end. Rancour was shaking itself loose, unknown forces were on the move. It was beginning to feel like The Lord of the Rings.

				The clock ticked. The calendar pages whipped off the wall. Donald Trump would soon be elected. Our assumptions about the world we lived in were about to change.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 36

			The Testaments
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			Over thirty years, I’d frequently been asked what had happened to Offred at the end of The Handmaid’s Tale: Had she escaped, had she been caught, had she gone undercover? I’d resisted answering this question: In history, I’d said, some people simply vanish from the record. Was I going to write a sequel? Not likely.

			The late physicist Ursula Franklin used to say that the only “ism” belief—as in Communism, antinomianism, conservatism, nationalism, and the like—that had never failed was “Whowoulddathoughtism.” Whowoulddathought that I would ever write a sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale? Not me. But I did.

			In August 2016, filming of the Handmaid’s Tale television series began. The history of the television series rights had been long and tangled, and for years I hadn’t thought about these rights very much. The contract for the Volker Schlöndorff film of 1990 covered television series rights, but at that time—a time of Dynasty and daytime soaps—the chance of the Handmaid’s Tale ever being made into a series was remote. After the film launched, a distributor acquired both the film and the contract. The distributor then went bankrupt and the assets were dispersed, including the Handmaid’s Tale contract. I didn’t know who had bought it, and neither—it seemed—did anyone else. I received several letters of interest over the years, but was unable to tell these inquirers whom they should be speaking to. The Handmaid’s Tale—I am told—is a “classic”; as such, it had become an opera, a ballet, various plays, and a graphic novel, but not a TV series. The film contract had gone into the mountain with Gollum, and the paper it was written on was probably a bird’s nest by now.

			Then, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, guided by an angelic beam of light, someone at MGM opened a filing cabinet, and lo! Shining with an eerie phosphorescent glow, there was…the Handmaid’s Tale film contract! By this time, series streaming was growing: it gave new TV life to many long novels, since they could expand to their real length rather than being crammed into ninety-minute films. They could also be watched, and binge-watched, at will.

			MGM sprang swiftly into action. There was a first attempt, involving a pilot script in which the women of the Resistance went into battle without their tops on. (“Why?” I asked. “It’s television,” was the reply.) Then Hulu got involved. It gathered its forces and said it would go straight to series, bypassing a pilot.

			The showrunner Hulu and MGM hired was Bruce Miller, who’d read the novel when he was eighteen and had vowed to film it when he grew up. He talked himself into the job by knowing everything there was to know about the book. The writers and actors and directors he hired were similar: this wasn’t just a job for them. Elisabeth Moss, who plays Offred, was also a co-producer, and she became the director of several episodes in following seasons. The director of the first three episodes was Reed Morano; she was a music video director, and her experience shows in the highly visual shots, especially the choreographed crowd scenes. Ane Crabtree, who designed the costumes, painstakingly tried out fifty shades of red before arriving at exactly the right one.

			I watched with much interest as the brilliant cast was chosen. At the cast dinner before shooting began, it was clear to me that they were passionately dedicated: in view of the rise of Trumpism and its emphasis on controlling women through enforced childbirth, this project was personal for them. Many films and television series disappoint the authors of the books on which they’re based, but it was the opposite with me.

			Bruce Miller asked if I would do a cameo in the series, so I gamely turned up at a Toronto church basement where they were shooting a scene with the iron-fisted, velvet-gloved Aunt Lydia. Aunt Lydia is slut-shaming the abject Janine and forces the other Handmaids to join in. I play one of the Aunts—older women in charge of the Handmaids. There weren’t many other roles available for women of my age. I slap Offred across the head when she’s holding back on the finger-pointing. We did the scene four times because I wasn’t slapping hard enough. It’s a surreal moment when your leading lady says, “Go on! Slap me harder!” They added a sound effect: that isn’t really Offred’s neck cracking.

			The show was still being shot in November 2016; it wasn’t to air until April 2017. I was on a plane crossing the Atlantic when the November 8 American election results were coming in. At that moment, it appeared that Hillary Clinton would win, so it was a shock when I landed at Heathrow and it turned out that Trump, backed by the so-called Christian religious right, had won the Electoral College. When I compared notes with the Handmaid’s folks, we found that everyone had had the same thought: we were now shooting a different series. Nothing in the script had changed, but the frame within which people would view it was now radically altered. Instead of “We dodged a bullet,” it would be “How soon will the blow descend?” And, I thought: What form might the Resistance take? As Offred says in The Handmaid’s Tale, there is always a Resistance. Having read a good many spy books, both fiction and non-fiction, I had already decided to put Aunt Lydia at the centre of the sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale that I was about to write.

			

			—

			A few weeks later, another unexpected chunk of ice came flying through the air and hit me in the eye. The full story has more twists and turns than Bruegel’s painting of the Tower of Babel and is not mine to tell, so I will concentrate on its effect on my writing of The Testaments.

			Short form: In the fall of 2015, it was announced by the dean of arts at the University of British Columbia that the acclaimed novelist Steven Galloway, author of The Cellist of Sarajevo and The Confabulist, and the head of the Creative Writing Department, had been accused of “numerous” serious offences. Not knowing the people or the details, I thought merely, Oh. Another one of those. I assumed the offences were sexual, as did almost everyone. I also assumed he was guilty, as did almost everyone.

			Galloway had learned that there were sexual assault allegations against him from a UBC dean while he was on a speaking tour in the United States, though the dean would not share specifics with him. Galloway then tried to reach trusted colleagues, including the person acting as head of the department while he was away. When they finally spoke by phone, she denied knowing the nature of the allegations. As her own testimony would later show, this was a lie.

			She then spoke with the local U.S. police and told them Galloway was in danger of killing himself. The police went to his hotel, where he denied being suicidal. As documented in the police report, the colleague told them not to believe Galloway: “Steven can be very manipulative in order to get what he wants.” So on went the handcuffs. The police placed Galloway in a hospital for a mental health evaluation, against his will. It was later revealed that the accuser had told some UBC faculty members that Galloway had been physically violent toward her; the second-in-command feared for the accuser’s safety. She also informed UBC that if it didn’t take strong action immediately, she would denounce it on national television: the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s lawyers, she said, had told her she had a rock-solid case for rape. (This was a lie, but nobody double-checked with the CBC or asked “which lawyers.”) The news of the allegations, though not their substance, was made public before any investigation.

			While this was going on, Galloway had vanished. Nobody would tell his fiancée where he was, so she went to his last-known location and combed the hospitals. By the time she located him, he was a wreck. A more worldly person would have got a lawyer, but Galloway trusted the university: once he signed a non-disclosure agreement, they said, they would tell him what he was accused of and appoint an outside investigator. By this time, through the Internet, millions of people believed that Galloway was a rapist. He was a pariah: his life as a published writer and university teacher was effectively over.

			After a months-long deep dive by an outside investigator—a retired judge, appointed by the university—during which two hundred pages of cozy texts between Galloway and his accuser, which they had both deleted, were downloaded from the Cloud thanks to the tech expertise of his fiancée—the retired judge said “no rape.” (Galloway had already confirmed he’d had an affair with the accuser, a former student in the Creative Writing program whose age may not be mentioned as it is under a publication ban. Having an affair wasn’t against the rules, but you were supposed to inform the university in order to avoid preferential treatment. Galloway had failed to do this.)

			The accuser’s story seemed to have morphed over time. Galloway had plied her with liquor and had made improper suggestions, she’d said in a complaint filed with the university a few weeks after they’d broken up; it had been sexualised violence; it had been choking, attempted rape, and rape; it had been a non-consensual affair. Other facets of her complaint, including the year, the date, and the location, also seemed to fluctuate. Meanwhile, many non-tenured sessionals abruptly lost their jobs. The writer Brian Brett believed this had happened because they had not been vocally loyal to the Cause. The Cause was Galloway-Is-A-Rapist. No freedom of opinion allowed. Dogma set in. A cult had been born.

			The rationale for the pile-on was that far too many women get raped, and perpetrators go unpunished far too often. And it is mostly men doing the raping. But the proposition “All women always tell the truth” is just the flip side of “All women always lie.” Neither is nor ever has been true. Women are human beings, not angels, and human beings are varied and fallible. Moreover, those who lie about rape risk damaging those making true complaints. That’s why there needs to be evidence, and trials, and cross-examinations—themselves not without flaws, but better than the alternative.

			While Galloway was under investigation for rape, the university did a deep dive into all of his actions as chair, including possible financial irregularities; they did find some, but not committed by him. Then they fired him, citing reasons that remain unclear. “Something to do with bicycles,” I was told.

			Graeme and I knew nothing of any of this until the irrepressible B.C. gadfly and writer Brian Brett, known to us from early Writers’ Union days, visited us in the summer of 2016 and retailed the story. It seemed to us like a clear case of guilty-without-trial. “Sentence first—trial afterwards,” as the Queen of Hearts in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has it. “Innocent until proven guilty” and “a fair and transparent trial” are two of the cornerstones of basic human rights, as Graeme and I knew well through our work with Amnesty International and PEN. We therefore had no problem signing an open letter in November 2016 called “UBC Accountable,” criticizing the university’s mishandling of the affair and calling on the institution to follow due process and provide everyone with a full, transparent investigation.

			This riled Galloway’s accusers. Rotten vegetables, hurled by the cultists on social media, bespattered all those who had signed the letter, me among them. How could I, author of The Handmaid’s Tale, dare to question anything about a rape accusation? I was “a rape enabler”; I was harming women; I was a misogynist. I was a despicable person; my books took up too much room on bookstore shelves. I was a powerful friend of Galloway’s: untrue, as I’d only met him once, when he’d given me the fish eye. (He didn’t even like me: in their texts, he and his paramour had cheerfully referred to me as “The Evil A.”) From kindlier souls I heard that I had a tin ear; I’d been gaslit; the zeitgeist was not with me; I was ruining my reputation. I was told that even though Galloway wasn’t guilty he should pretend to be, because that would “help women.” (This is right out of Koestler’s 1940 Stalin’s-purges novel, Darkness at Noon, in which the hero is brainwashed into confessing to crimes he didn’t commit because it will help “the people.”) One of Galloway’s accusers threatened to beat me up, and a few of them compiled an anthology in which I was portrayed as a Very Bad Person. My accusers were the usual blend of True Believers, self-serving opportunists, and frightened conformists. The main lesson for me: when cults are at their height, fairness and human rights go out the window, and chants of “burn it all down” are heard throughout the land. (Maybe not such a good metaphor, since so many things are literally burning down.) Now, in the second term of Trump, we are experiencing a reverse cult: not of the left, but of the right—and lefties formerly dismissive of human rights are having road-to-Damascus moments.

			In the months following the UBC Accountable letter, some signatories recanted under pressure and withdrew their endorsements. Others lost friends, jobs, publishers, and invitations to literary festivals. Several of us were spared such forms of punishment, since we didn’t have jobs, couldn’t be fired, and didn’t need to go to literary festivals anyway. The writer Susan Swan (The Wives of Bath, Big Girls Don’t Cry) and Vancouver’s former poet laureate Brad Cran turned over many stones, sharing their creepy-crawly finds with me. I exchanged sworn-to-secrecy emails with those on the inside track; I snuck around having clandestine conversations with informants who had yet more pieces of the story but were too cowed to speak out. Cran wrote a Substack called Truth & Consequences, in which he openly reported every legal development in the saga. Susan and I sent half-a-dozen letters to the UBC president and board of directors, urging a fair investigation, and were told, obliquely, to get stuffed.

			But the Wheel of Fortune turns. After years of unrelenting online attacks on Galloway, during which he was cleaning swimming pools and writing ad copy to support his family, he got a lawyer and brought a defamation suit against the more than twenty people who had publicly accused him of being a rapist, i.e., a criminal who ought to be in jail. Ten years since the original accusation, and after five years of delay due to several fruitless applications to dismiss, the trial will take place in October 2026. In the meantime, apologies both public and private have been circulating. May the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth come out in court.

			How did this deluge of smears, hatred, and misinformation affect my writing of The Testaments? I was experiencing at first-hand a pale version of what it’s like to live through an ideological clampdown. The silence and fear felt to me like East Germany and Czechoslovakia in 1984, when a chance word could doom you. In The Testaments, the Gilead regime’s chief female official, Aunt Lydia, sneaks around as I had been doing, gathering bits of the real story. (Unlike me, but like some of my informants, she poses as a True Believer.) She collects evidence against a domineering and corrupt cult, as I had been doing. She thinks of ways to reveal and smuggle out the facts. Through her eyes, and through the eyes of two young women—one a product of Gilead, the other a Resistance mole introduced into it—we have a close look at its operations, while possibly—just possibly—as the result of Aunt Lydia’s revelations, the hollow regime begins to collapse in upon itself.

			The other effect of the Galloway Affair on me was that it ate a lot of my time. My file on it is much larger than those for any of my novels.

			

			—

			The Handmaid’s Tale TV series launch in April 2017 was deeply emotional. It was four months into the first Trump presidency, in which a massive Women’s March was held the day after his January inauguration. Given this context, some found the show too painful to watch—this wasn’t a fantasy, this might really happen. An armed attack on Congress still looked a little far-fetched—we’d have to wait until January 6, 2021, to see that—but the evaporation of women’s rights seemed all too probable. Increasingly, I was viewed as a combination of figurehead, prophet, and saint—expected to do the Right Thing for women in all circumstances, with many different Right Things projected onto me from readers and viewers.

			After the first two episodes of the show, I received a hurt and confused letter. It was from a member of what might roughly be called a Pagan goddess group, writing on behalf of her community—which included a Wiccan—and asking how I could have done such a terrible thing to them all. It seems that Aunt Lydia was wearing a brooch with a symbol that I had failed to notice. I had also failed to notice larger versions of this symbol used by the Aunts. The symbol depicted a naked woman standing on a half-moon with several stars around her. This was Astra, the Sacred Star Goddess, I was told. The group was very annoyed. Also numerous. Also organized: they had a newsletter.

			“Where did you get this naked-woman brooch?” I asked MGM.

			“Off the Internet,” they said. “The design folks did it.”

			While I was digesting this information, I received another letter. It was from Oberon Zell-Ravenheart, a friend of the first letter-writing group, a wizard, and—judging from his Internet pictures—a wizard who knew how to dress the part. He had wizardly outfits for all occasions, including a Gandalf pointy hat. Not only was the moon-woman image Astra the Sacred Star Goddess, he told me, but it was an image that was copyrighted by him. He sent me the copyright paperwork. People were always filching this image via the Internet, Oberon said. It was a bother and a rip-off.

			Oberon told me that Astra had appeared to his late wife, Morning Glory Zell-Ravenheart, in a dream vision, and he himself had designed the actual image. It was available on the Peter Stone Jewelry website in two versions: the first one plain silver, the second—more expensive—silver with a blue enamel background. Swiftly I bought three, two plain and one fancy. One must support the Arts.

			So, I reasoned: MGM is in the copyright business. I am in the copyright business. And Oberon Zell-Ravenheart is also in the copyright business. Oberon Zell-Ravenheart must be backed up, I felt. It was a matter of principle. He’d been trying to assert his rights, but had been getting nowhere.

			I contacted MGM. I didn’t yell at them. Instead, I appealed to their best interests. It would not be good, I said, if, when the second season of Handmaid’s launched, it were to be picketed by a large group of irate Pagans and Wiccans, headed by Oberon in one of his flamboyant outfits, carrying signs that read MGM, Hulu, Handmaid’s Tale, and Margaret Atwood Unfair to Our Religion and Also Copyright Violators! Such a scenario would be very television-worthy. It would eclipse the launch.

			“Hmm,” they said.

			I soon got another letter from Oberon. He was a much happier wizard: MGM had settled on a price. However, they wanted him to sign a contract denying him the right to say on the Peter Stone Jewelry site “As seen in The Handmaid’s Tale.” But the thing had been seen in The Handmaid’s Tale. That was a true statement. Why should he be made to repress it?

			I contacted MGM again. “Oberon Zell is firm on this point,” I told them. “Why should you care? It’s six words on an obscure jewellery site. Are you really going to risk the protesting Pagans and Wiccans and the angry wizard for a paltry six words?” The case was settled.

			I finally met Oberon Zell-Ravenheart at an international religion convention at which I was speaking about The Handmaid’s Tale and religion. The Buddhists, the Catholics, the Orthodox Jews, the Muslims, and the Mormons were all there, and so was Oberon. He was with a friend of his, a woman with long red hair and a long black cape. Her name was Gypsy Ravish. She ran an occult emporium in Salem, Massachusetts. A jolly time was had by all, including Graeme, who was a fan of Oberon, since he himself had always cheered for underdogs who’d taken on Goliaths.

			Then I got another letter from the original Wiccan, Kirsten Ellen Johnsen. We exchanged mutual thank-yous. She said, “Might you do me a favour?”

			The favour: She had a friend named Sea Gabriel. Sea was doing a Ph.D. thesis about Norse mythology, specifically the Nornir—the Norse Fates—at a Pacific Coast university. Would I be Sea’s outside thesis reader? Ah, Norse mythology: another of my cups of tea. Certainly, I said. Several lively exchanges took place between us. Was the Sleeping Beauty story a derivative of the Norse Fates? Was Jesus a trickster figure? Sea Gabriel became Dr. Sea Gabriel. As a thank-you gift, she sent me five balls of magic wool, spun by herself, with instructions written in beautiful quasi-medieval lettering, complete with runes. There was even a wool—dark in colour—for getting rid of something permanently. Handle with care, said the instructions. Sea optimistically included some unspun pink wool, with a wooden drop spindle, so I could make some enchanted wool of my own. This is not likely to happen.

			That is how I came by the five balls of magic wool currently in my possession. I gift sets of wool strands, with the instructions, to those I believe are in need of them. Will I ever use them myself? Time will tell.

			

			—

			In September of that year, Sarah Polley’s excellent six-part miniseries of Alias Grace premiered in Toronto and went forth in November on Netflix. This series had been twenty years in the making. Since her letter to me when she was eighteen, Sarah had gone on to act, direct, write, and produce. She was a filmic whirlwind. I’d made an Alias Grace film deal with her and the two of us had settled down to work, which initially consisted of her grilling me extensively about the story. Had Grace helped to murder Nancy, or not? I said I didn’t know. No one did. As it was an historical event, I couldn’t just make up an ending as if it were a known conclusion. The film version would have to retain that ambiguity.

			I have a cameo in Alias Grace too: a character called “Disagreeable Woman.” I’m in the church scene, doing some glaring and malicious whispering in a bonnet. I had my own dressing-room trailer, with “Disagreeable Woman” written on the door, and two dressers helping me put on the full Victorian kit: stockings, boots, chemise, petticoat, overskirt, underblouse, jacket, shawl, bonnet, bag, gloves. Most of these things were wool. It was a broiling August day. Things dragged on and it got dark, so they shone a hot searchlight through the window. By the end of the shoot, I was very disagreeable indeed.

			
				Things Decline

				I continued writing The Testaments in the summer of 2017, when we went to the Arctic with Adventure Canada. By the fall, I was well into it, and felt confident enough about it that I signed the contract for it in November. All the same, I’m still not sure how I managed to write the book, considering the other things going on, especially the slowdown of Graeme. Maybe I was finding the novel a refuge from the anxieties of real life. I wrote whenever Graeme was asleep in the daytime. For years he’d been charting the progress of his dementia and describing it at dinner parties and getting an amazed reaction—“Surely not! You seem fine!”—but now he was finding it less amusing.

				For over thirty years we’d held a Waifs and Strays party on Boxing Day. It began as a party for those who didn’t celebrate Christmas or had no friends or family nearby, but then it expanded and expanded—at its height, it might have had 150 drop-ins. We did a buffet, with a lot of coleslaw and cookies and Christmas cake and cold cuts and cheeses, and Graeme’s magic baked beans—there was nothing that couldn’t be improved by having a lot of Scotch poured onto it, in his opinion. We asked people to bring non-perishable edible contributions, which we took to our local food bank the next day.

				We hadn’t done Waifs and Strays for a few years—too tiring for us then—but in 2017 we decided to throw the party again, with the help of caterers. During the setup, I got stuck crawling around under the Christmas tree trying to stabilize it while Graeme held it upright. We were laughing a lot: it was almost like former times. Many came, friends old and new. Graeme sat in an armchair and received them, giving them his final blessing: he was already planning his exit from what Phoebe-the-Agent called “this earthly plane of being.”

				

				—

				We spent January and February of 2018 in Norwich, England. We’d begun doing that four years earlier when I’d been a guest lecturer at the University of East Anglia, and had liked it so well that we’d been returning for part of the Canadian winter. Sleet in Toronto, crocuses in Norwich, and no chance of slipping on the ice and breaking your neck. Norwich was far enough from London so we wouldn’t be too distracted, and Graeme could relive his youthful years in England by going to pubs. I wrote some large chunks of The Testaments there.

				For our fourth Norwich year we’d found a little flat near the market. By this time, I was doing a lot of the cooking, as Graeme was losing what is called “executive function”—i.e., which button do you push. The microwave came in handy. We puttered around here and there; visitors came from London; we went out with the naturalist Mark Cocker to watch a giant murmuration of starlings, and almost froze. Graeme’s knee had developed serious problems; he was contemplating a replacement. Even though things were declining, he was still himself—he never ceased to be—and we determined to carry on as much as possible.

				We were due to leave Norwich at the beginning of March, but the United Kingdom was hit with a freak snowstorm: “The Beast from the East.” Norwich was ill-equipped to deal with snow: the air filled with the sound of spinning tires. The Norwich airport had no snow-clearance machines and the airport was closed. We hitched a ride to Heathrow with a couple who’d snagged a venturesome taxi, and managed to catch a plane to Canada, along the way passing trucks and cars in the ditch and forlorn figures with shovels. Graeme was elated: a perilous travel adventure, a daring escape. As for me, I had a first draft of The Testaments on my laptop.

				We were doing as much travel as possible: we knew by now that Graeme’s time was limited. Later in March, we took a birding trip to Morocco as a fundraiser for PIBO—Ruth and Ralph came with us, to help out. Next came an Adventure Canada expedition to Iceland, with Jess’s small family along. Iceland was a good choice, as the boat landings were all easy: Graeme didn’t have to get in and out of Zodiacs. We went up north in the summer as usual. Graeme decided against having a knee replacement: it would involve a general anaesthetic, bad for the brain of someone in his condition. “Good choice,” said the doctors. Why hadn’t they told us that before? “Someone wanted a new boathouse,” said Graeme.

				Over the next little while, I bought some useful objects: an old-fashioned gramophone on which Graeme could play his vinyl LPs, and a picture telephone (I don’t believe he ever used it). I put digital trackers on objects he was likely to misplace. Since he was no longer driving, we travelled back and forth to the Writing Burrow with Ruth, in hired cars, and on buses. To get to Pelee Island, we used trains and taxis. Various friends took Graeme out to lunch and reported that he was good company, as ever. To our friend Sylvia Fraser, Graeme said, “I don’t know your name, but I know that I know you, and I know that I like you.”

				“Well then,” she said. “That’s all we need.”

				“I no longer know the names of the birds,” he said. “But then, they don’t know my name either.”

				

				—

				Before Christmas, Graeme’s younger son, Graeme, had had a stroke. He and his wife, Sumiko Onishi, were on Pelee Island. There was a strong wind, and the medical airlift helicopter that would normally have taken him to the hospital in Windsor couldn’t get there. Eventually the U.S. Coast Guard flew him over in a larger helicopter, but by the time he reached the hospital it was nine hours since the stroke, and he was in a coma.

				He stayed that way for seven weeks. Everyone was very worried. Sumiko was constantly attentive, playing music to him, talking to him, reassuring him. Graeme and I visited; Graeme and Jess visited; his brother, Matthew, visited. Things were looking hopeless for Graeme the Younger. They were on the verge of pulling the plug. “Don’t keep telling him to relax,” I said. “He is relaxed! Tell him to wake up!”

				Matthew leaned over the bed. “Graeme!” he shouted. “This is your brother, Matthew! Open your fucking eyes!”

				One eye popped open. Matthew went in search of the doctor. “He opened his eye.” The doctor didn’t believe him. “Shout in his ear,” said Matthew. The doctor did. This time, both eyes opened. After that, Graeme the Younger was potentially on the mend. However, he was battling a lung infection. While I was off on a money-making adventure, Graeme got himself to Windsor by sheer willpower: he wrote down all the steps he would need to take—booking the train, getting himself onto it, reaching the hotel—and followed the list. Jess reported that when she met his train in Windsor—having flown from New York via Detroit—she found him carrying the luggage of an old woman considerably more disabled and addled than he was. In the hospital, he put on a hazmat suit and sat by the bedside of his younger son, who was hooked up to a battery of machines, and sang him all the songs he’d sung when the boys were little. Jess told me, “I’d gotten us adjoining rooms so I could help him if needed. Instead, he woke me up every morning, already fully dressed and ready for breakfast.”

				

				—

				Once his son was out of danger, Graeme could make the next trip we’d been planning. He’d told me that he longed to cross the Pacific on a ship as he’d done several times in his youth, so I’d snaffled the last balcony cabin on the MS Queen Victoria. We set out from San Francisco. New Zealand was on the itinerary; so was Samoa, which Graeme had visited when he was young. Of every sunset, Graeme said, “This is the best sunset I’ve ever seen.” He hadn’t lost his talent for appreciating the moment, though he frequently forgot the moment he’d just appreciated.

				Graeme loved this trip, despite some worrying episodes—he got lost on the ship in the middle of the night because he’d mistaken the corridor door for the bathroom door, he fell down on the street in Sydney for no visible reason—but on the whole we did okay. For instance, I won $165 on the Queen Victoria’s slot machines.

				We managed to fit in a birding excursion with Sean Dooley of BirdLife Australia, and after my Sydney Opera House event we flew to Brisbane, where we had an idyllic lunch with Graeme’s beloved Australian cousins.

				“That was terrific,” he said at the end of the trip. “I’d like to do it again next year.” A pause. “No. Maybe not.” The implication: He was not planning to be alive next year.

			

			
				The Manuscript Thief

				All this time I’d been writing away at the next draft of The Testaments. Offred was in the background of the book, on the run from agents of Gilead sent to assassinate her. Aunt Lydia was outwitting the other Aunts who were bent on toppling her from power and grabbing her job for themselves. Someone had drowned herself in a rooftop water tank. It’s soothing when your life is less than ideal to write about imaginary people in a much less enjoyable situation than yours.

				An uproar was raging in the publishing world: there was a manuscript thief abroad. This unknown person had been stealing unpublished manuscripts for months by impersonating known editors, agents, foreign publishers, or translators who might need to see the manuscript in progress. The targets were well-known authors currently writing books. The thief would write as a trusted person from a known email address, changing just one letter. (If you didn’t proofread the email address with a magnifying glass, you could get caught.) They’d claim to have lost the manuscript or the first chapter: Could they have a new one, please?

				Why was the anonymous person doing this? For blackmail purposes—cough up or I’ll dump the thing online? To sell? Would they offer the public a chance to read the book for a small sum, thus snagging details and credit card numbers to use in rip-off schemes?

				My agent and editors were in a tizzy. They had the manuscript under lock and key, as they were planning a huge simultaneous release on publication day that depended on secrecy. A major launch in London would be streamed to more than a hundred countries. The green cover design was already iconic. To protect the manuscript while it was being edited, we decided to send it back and forth in a double dropbox, under an assumed name. The Testaments by Margaret Atwood became The Casements by Victoria Lockett. We bit our nails. We tremored.

				I was flying back from England with Graeme. After making sure he was okay, I opened up my laptop to do some work on The Casements. But my attention wandered to the seat-back screen, and I found myself watching an engrossing film called Captain Underpants. Once back at the house and in my nightie, I realized that I’d left my laptop on the plane, and…it was open.

				This was dire. Stomach churning, I refrained from throwing up and shot into action. I sent a direct message to Air Canada via Twitter, and two angelic beings on @AirCanada worked their magic. The plane was still at the airport, they reported. New message: The laptop had been located. If I would drive out to the airport right now, someone would wait for me and meet me at the curb outside Terminal One, laptop in hand. My walking partner Coleen drove me out: sure enough, there was the promised laptop. And that’s how I regained the highly embargoed Testaments, thus escaping a hanging at the hands of my editors.

				

				—

				I was in the United States for an event and had been put up in an elderly mansion once owned by a tycoon in which every room was decorated in a different darkly wallpapered period style. It was foreboding. My editors—Louise Dennys and Martha Kanya-Forstner for McClelland & Stewart in Toronto, Nan Talese and LuAnn Walther at Doubleday in New York, and Becky Hardie at Chatto & Windus in London—read and edited the pages I had sent to them, then shared their notes and queries with one another. Then all submitted their notes to Becky to collate and mark up the pages, using only the changes that all had agreed on. This was to avoid squabbles among the editors, now collectively known as the Ants, and to prevent me from having to choose favourites. I commemorated the occasion, with dialogue from real life.
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				Naturally, the Ants had looked to see if Shit Creek was a real place. Affirmative: There appear to be several of them.

				Going through the notations, I suddenly came to a place where forty pages were missing. What to do? It was the middle of the night in England. Becky was on vacation in California. I got hold of Becky and she got hold of the London office. Frantic searches. No results. We concluded that the missing chunk must have gone into the shredder by mistake. Obsolete versions of The Casements were immediately shredded because who knew where the unknown manuscript pirate might be lurking? It was roll-up-the-sleeves time. The missing annotations were remembered by Becky, more or less, and sent to me. We made the deadline.

				As for the manuscript thief, he almost succeeded. He sent an email to my agent, Karolina Sutton—Phoebe-the-Agent having retired—purporting to be a Booker judge and saying he’d lost the first pages. Could she kindly send them? Karolina sensed a scam. She called the judge. No such email had been sent.

				I can say “he” now of the manuscript collector because he was discovered. He had worked in publishing, which was why he had so much inside information. He didn’t want to use the purloined manuscripts for anything: he just wanted to have them, like a rare-bird egg collector. I don’t believe he grasped the fact that what he was doing might distress people.

				

				—

				Now the book was finished. The final step was before us. Heather Sangster, the copy editor, was due. I had worked with her ever since Alias Grace. Working on Oryx and Crake, it was she who had said, “You give Jimmy five Joltbars. He eats one here, one here, one here, one here, one here, and one here. So you have to either give him one more, or have him eat one fewer.” This kind of advice is priceless: some reader is going to count things like Joltbars, and hold your feet to the fire if you get it wrong.

				Heather and I worked by sitting at the dining table with two versions each of the manuscript—a digital version and a paper version. We could turn the pages and exchange markups, and word-search for repetitions on the digital version. I had the table all set up when the doorbell rang. It was Heather.

				“I just got hit by a truck,” she said.

				“Shouldn’t you go to the hospital?”

				“It was two old guys who didn’t see me crossing on the green with my bike. The bike’s totalled. The paramedics came—nothing broken.”

				“Still, I think you should go home, and…”

				“Just give me a couple of Advil, an ice pack, and a glass of Scotch.”

				Graeme supplied the Scotch. We put in our usual ten hours plus a lunch break, and got ’er done. Heather had the world’s biggest haematoma the next day.

				Now that’s editing.

				

				—

				Graeme and I tried a couple more trips, though his ability to walk far had sadly diminished. One of these trips was to Graeme’s beloved Scotland. He’d told me about a dream he’d had: a big party, all his friends and family were there, but none of them were talking to him or looking at him. He was invisible.

				“To hell with this,” he said in the dream. “I’m going walking in Scotland.”

				He told Jess that when he woke up he realized the party was his funeral. That was why nobody could see him.

				In July we went to London again so Graeme could visit with his nieces—his dead brother Alan’s two daughters. We also went to Ledbury in Herefordshire to attend its poetry festival, egged on by my old Virago pal Ursula Owen. I’d been promising her for years.

				Ledbury’s town centre is Elizabethan: I read poems in a building so slanted you had to cling to the floor, and Graeme drank beer in a pub with cranium-threatening low ceilings. We watched a staging of the Battle of Ledbury by The Sealed Knot, the largest battle re-enactment society in the world. The Knot, named after a Royalist secret society of the Cromwell era, stages its seventeenth-century English Civil War battles in locations where they actually happened. All ages and genders can join the pageant as long as they’re willing to put on the gear, follow their commanders’ orders, and fall dead on cue. Unlike those felled in real battles, they can get up again five minutes later and carry on.

				

				—

				In the summer we went up to northern Quebec, as we’d done for almost forty years. We sat on the dock and held hands a lot. Graeme said, “We’ve had a good long run.” He often said that. He also said, “We did some good things.” He said that more than once too.

				Then he said something that took me completely by surprise. “I’m sorry about the baby and the marriage,” he said. This was about the rough period we’d had forty years before. When much else was slipping away from him, how had he remembered this? I’d almost forgotten it myself. How long had he been carrying it around, or had it just suddenly and unaccountably come back into his mind? A heartbreaking moment, for me.

				“It’s okay,” I said. And it was.

				

				—

				The Testaments would be published in September. My tour would begin in England. A midnight launch was planned at Waterstones in Piccadilly, with Handmaids in attendance and many people dressed in neon green, to match the cover. I’d scuttled around in Toronto looking for green clothing, though all I could find was a green man’s shirt with dinosaurs on it at the Royal Ontario Museum.

				After the Waterstones party, there would be a big publication extravaganza, shared by publishers on five continents. The live event at the National Theatre, with the book cover projected onto the skyline and Ann Dowd playing Aunt Lydia, would be streamed to some fifteen hundred cinemas worldwide who’d sold approximately eighty thousand tickets. It would be the biggest book launch ever. Tension was running high: Could the Fane Productions tech team pull it off?

				Before the London festivities, we were due to attend a literary event in Mantova, Italy. Matteo Columbo of Ponte alle Grazie, my Italian publisher, had arranged the whole thing, and we would be well taken care of. Lucia Cino, O.W. Toad’s director of operations, would go with us—she spoke Italian. Then, weeks before the launch, Graeme was walking along the street on the way to a family lunch when he abruptly fell over and broke his arm. The rest of us didn’t realize he’d done it: he went to the lunch anyway so as not to make a fuss, and only at the end of it, as he was getting whiter and whiter and it was obvious something was very wrong, did he allow us to take him to an emergency room. He’d always had an astonishing threshold for pain.

				

				—

				He’d been falling more often. On a hot day in the summer, he’d fallen into a hedge and had been delivered back to the house by two strangers. He was in a jovial mood, but with blood running down his face. I called Jess.

				“Your father came home covered in blood,” I said.

				“He always comes home covered in blood,” she replied.

				Me to Graeme, who was in the kitchen: “She says you always come home covered in blood.”

				Graeme: “I like to keep things interesting for the family.”

				The most serious fall was when he’d suddenly plummeted off a kitchen chair onto the hard floor during a family gathering and got a concussion. “I was dead,” he said afterwards. “There was nothing to it.” Matt and Jess went to hospital with him in the ambulance and sat through tests all night. The doctor said: “Do you have any other medical conditions?”

				“I have dementia,” Graeme said. “Quite a lot of it, actually.”

				“You surprise me,” said the doctor.

				“Yes, I was surprised myself,” said Graeme.

				Were all of these falls actually mini-strokes? Possibly.

				

				—

				After the broken arm, Graeme was in a lot of pain. The arm turned purple. I hired a hospital bed, with a railing so he could pull himself up, and a night watcher: if he fell over and I was there alone, I wouldn’t be able to lift him, and he himself had no leverage with just the one arm. What was to become of the grand Testaments launch? I would not under any circumstances leave Graeme in Toronto and go by myself. We visited our family GP, Maris Andersons.

				“Is there any reason he can’t get on a plane with a broken arm?” I asked. There wasn’t, so it was agreed: he was coming with me. He didn’t want to miss the festivities: he’d always loved a party.

				“When it’s time for me to get out of this, will you help me?” Graeme said to the doctor. He didn’t want to stick around until he no longer knew who people were, or who he was. That hadn’t happened yet, but the moment was approaching.

				“Yes,” said Maris reassuringly. “I will.”

				“What would you have done?” I asked him afterwards.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Maybe a big bottle of pills and instructions not to take them all with a glass of Scotch?” I’d heard of people doing that.

				In view of the broken arm, I got in touch with the three English-language publishers and Matteo in Italy. “I need a hospital bed, a night watcher, and a three-room suite,” I told them all. “Otherwise, I can’t come.” In a burst of energy, they arranged everything.

				Our sojourn in Italy was almost idyllic. In addition to my literary events, we sat in cafés and went to the odd museum. We had an excellent dinner with LuAnn Walther—who’d published my paperbacks in the United States—and her partner, Bill Hampton, who’d been a war reporter. He and Graeme liked to talk about wars. The sun shone. The stars twinkled. Was my time with Graeme really running out? How could it be, with everything so beautiful?

				We headed to England. Time magazine had appeared with a feature on The Testaments and on me: “at the peak” of my prominence, it was said. (I distrust peaks. There’s nowhere to go but down.) On the cover, I sit in a throne-shaped chair like the High Priestess in the Tarot deck, looking sly. It seems ungrateful to carp, but in the photo my feet are too big. It’s the angle.

				Then launch day was here. Becky Hardie of Chatto was all a-jitter, so I sent her off to look for green nail polish while Graeme and I had a beer in a pub. (She found some, and I applied it.) Everything went as planned. Ann Dowd appeared onstage, looking like a kindly middle-aged lady, and then, with a sleight-of-hand, transformed into chilling Aunt Lydia, sending shivers up my spine while she performed the opening pages of the novel. Samira Ahmed, the acclaimed BBC journalist, did an adroit interview that covered the bases without spoiling the plot. The cinema streaming worked, except for two venues.

				Graeme’s enhanced capacity for appreciation—of the moment, of sunsets, of music, of food—extended to me and my public performances. “That’s the best one you’ve ever done,” he said afterwards.

				The morning after the book launch, Graeme and I had a lovely breakfast with Fiona McMorrough, who’d organized the U.K. tour of The Year of the Flood. Then we had a lovely lunch with Graeme’s long-time crony from his Western University days, Tom Schwartz, and his wife, Marga. It was Tom who’d played the Rent-A-Beatnik back in the early 1960s, years before I ever met Graeme. Then we had a lovely dinner with my Rolex mentee, Naomi Alderman of Zombies, Run! and The Power, and her partner, David. We laughed a lot.

				Then we went to bed, with the all-night watcher in place.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 37

			Dearly
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			At six in the morning, the night watcher woke me up. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

			Graeme had got up in the middle of the night. “My head,” he’d said.

			“Oh dear,” said the night watcher. “Shall I get you an aspirin?”

			“No,” he’d said. “I’ll just sit on this chair for a minute.” I know what he was thinking: This is it, I’m having a stroke, but I won’t tell anyone because they will put me on machines, and then I might be alive but I’ll be a vegetable. I want a quick exit. He went back to bed.

			By six in the morning, he couldn’t speak, or move his eyes, one of his arms, and one of his legs. I called an ambulance. The nice paramedics arrived. Because the hotel was very old, the elevators were too small to accommodate a gurney, so they’d brought a wheelchair. At first Graeme refused to bend his legs so they could get him into it. He feared they would take him to a hospital and try to save him by doing an operation on him. But I had vowed I wouldn’t let that happen. I told him it would be all right, and we finally got him into the ambulance. I promised him that I would follow his wishes, and he relaxed. We held hands, as we’d been doing so frequently in the past year.

			I called my director of operations, Lucia Cino, who—thankfully—had come with us from Italy to London. I don’t know what I would have done without her help. She worked the phone and emails, telling all the publishers and agents what had happened and explaining that the book tour they’d arranged would have to be postponed and possibly cancelled. Friends and relatives were informed. Meanwhile, the ambulance took Graeme and me to the University College Hospital and Graeme had an MRI. Together with the doctors, I looked at the images. Graeme had had a massive cerebral hemorrhage. “There’s nothing we can do,” said the doctors.

			“I can see that,” I said.

			“Thank you,” they said. They must have had to deal with many tearful people pleading with them to restore their doomed loved ones to health.

			I’d told Jess and Matthew that maybe they shouldn’t fly over, as Graeme wasn’t likely to be conscious for long—the brain bleed was vertical and moving down, and would hit the brain stem quite soon, which would shut off his breathing. Of course they came anyway. They were in time for a smile and a squeeze of the hand from Graeme. He knew they were there.

			Earlier in the year, he’d talked all the kids through the event we knew was coming. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,” he’d told them. “But it will be hard on her.” By “her,” he meant me. This was true.

			

			—

			“So here it is at last, the distinguished thing,” said Henry James as he was dying. Emily Dickinson said, “The fog is rising.” Oscar Wilde said, “My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us has to go.” Shakespeare’s Prospero said, “We are such stuff / As dreams are made on, and our little life / Is rounded with a sleep.” It’s soothing to know so many others have passed through these doors—the door of dying, the door of grieving—but then there are the minutes, the hours, the days, the mundane details before those doors finally open. Graeme had a strong heart. It would take a while for it to stop.

			The hospital decided on palliative care, and provided us with a mattress on the floor of Graeme’s room. The two kids and I took turns sleeping on it, while walking back and forth over Primrose Hill to the bed-and-breakfast that Xandra Bingley had found for us on her street. We ate in cafés, blurry from lack of sleep. We drank coffee. How could the mornings be so crisp and beautiful? How could the evenings be so pink and calm?

			We played Graeme’s favourite music for him, and bird calls, and sea sounds. We talked to him. We told him that we loved him. Did he hear? No way of knowing.

			He had the stroke on September 13 and died on September 18, at noon. We sat with him for a while, knowing and not knowing at the same time. All these days we’d been telling the hospital lady who wheeled soup around on a cart at lunchtime that no, we didn’t want any soup. It occurred to us that the poor soup lady might come to the room, go in, and find a corpse, so Jess stopped by the desk, gave the room number, and said, “He won’t be needing any soup.” Pause. “Because he’s dead.”

			Then we went cackling off to the elevator. Giddiness had set in, as it often does at solemn moments. Why is that? The release of tension—the tension of waiting? The universal desire to laugh in church? Plain old denial? He can’t possibly be just…gone. We can all believe three things simultaneously: The person is in the ground. The person is in the Afterlife. The person is in the next room. You keep expecting to see him.

			

			—

			Even when you know it’s coming, a death is a shock. Shock as in electrical shock: you’re stunned, you can’t place yourself. You wander around in hyperspace; you appear focused, but you’re not all there. Somehow you go through the motions. Afterwards, you won’t quite remember what happened during this time. That’s why friends and neighbours gather around and bring food: they know you aren’t fully present.

			Many have walked this pathway, over thousands and thousands of years. Many more will find themselves travelling on it in the future. Yet the death of a beloved one is still hard to grasp.

			Xandra Bingley gave us all dinner that evening. Odd how light-headed we were—almost jolly. The next day, we packed up Graeme’s things. Matthew stayed behind to take care of what are euphemistically called “the arrangements.” Canada House was a great help—the certificates, how to arrange the plane transfer of the ashy remains, all that—having done this a lot before. They had a procedure. Canadians, it seemed, had a habit of dying in London.

			Then I took a plane to New York. Jess accompanied me. I watched Minions on the plane’s back-of-seat screen. That’s what you need in moments of deep gloom: total idiocy.

			

			—

			Did I get off the plane and walk on to a taping of Late Night with Seth Meyers? It seems I did. A book tour is a form of showbiz: the show must go on. Right after that, I staggered off to a dinner thrown for me by my U.S. publisher. Jess was there, and Nan Talese, my long-time editor, and her husband, Gay; also Suzanne Herz and Todd Doughty from Penguin Random House publicity, whose job it was to shepherd me through the coming days; and LuAnn Walther, with whom Graeme and I had just had dinner in Italy. They were propping me up. To them, I seemed functional, but that isn’t how I felt. A robot had taken me over and was doing the conversations and spooning up the dessert, and I was trapped inside it.

			Some people were surprised that I continued with the book tour for The Testaments. But ask yourself, Dear Reader: The busy schedule or the empty chair? I chose the busy schedule. The empty chair would be there when I got home.

			The publishers provided minders for me along the way, to keep me company, tell me jokes, and stop me from wandering into traffic. It was a relay race: they passed me from one group to the next. Did we barrel along the highway singing the Kenny Rogers song “The Gambler”? We did. Did Jared Bland from McClelland & Stewart go out in Victoria, B.C., to buy us all woolly hats, having checked the upcoming weather in freezing-cold Calgary? He did. I think I looked normal during the book events, whatever “normal” had come to be. Then, at night, I was alone in hotel rooms. I’d been alone in hotel rooms a lot and never minded it: I could always phone Graeme. But now I was really alone.

			

			—

			After a subdued Christmas with bravely smiling family and friends, I set off on another road trip. First, I went to the Hay Festival in Colombia, a trip I’d been hoping to make with Graeme. Instead, Ruth and Ralph came with me—a good idea, since I was still in zombie mode.

			After that I went to New Zealand and Australia with Fane Productions—it was Fane who’d produced the nail-biting live stream of the Testaments launch from London’s National Theatre back in mid-September, and had miraculously pulled it off. Alex Fane and Will Kontargyris, Fane’s right-hand man and tech guru, travelled everywhere with me—Wellington, Aukland, Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra, Brisbane, Perth—keeping a close eye on me. Together we inspected New Zealand’s impressive wildlife conservation efforts, ate enormous green mussels, tried out electric scooters, and saw koalas and kangaroos and rare birds in Australia. Graeme had been fond of quoting Beckett’s Waiting for Godot: “It passed the time.” In theory, I was joining in the youthful joie de vivre. In fact, I was passing the time. As Beckett says, it would have passed anyway. But not, for me, in such an escapist mode.

			When we reached Hobart, in Tasmania, we took a helicopter to a remote part of the island to convene with some Tasmanian conservationists. While gazing out the helicopter window at the seascape, I realized that I had suddenly developed an itchy, painful rash on my forehead. Had I bumped into a toxic Australian shrub? Encountered a new form of chigger? Once we’d reached the small inn where we were staying and I’d impressed Alex and Will by knocking down a large spider from the roof of the cabin and airlifting it to the outdoors via a glass tumbler, I examined my forehead rash in the mirror. Could it be shingles? Although I’d had the vaccine, I guessed that it was. Once we’d returned to Hobart the next day, the hotel doctor was summoned. Yup. Shingles. My immune system was protesting the absence of Graeme.

			I had seventy-two hours from the onset of symptoms to stuff in the anti-viral pill: otherwise, as Jess informed me in heated tones over the phone, I ran the risk of having the infection creep along the nerves to my eyebrow and into my eye, which would fester and decay, and I’d end up with a glass eye. At every venue after that, I had to have an oculist shine a green light into my eye to see if there were any shingles in it, then report back to my daughter, who was micromanaging my eye from halfway around the world.

			FaceTimes took place. Me: “Here we are in Sydney, having breakfast, with a beautiful view. Please meet Alex, and this is Will.” The three of us stuck some raspberries on our fingers to amuse my three-and-a-half-year-old grandchild.

			“Nice to meet you,” said Jess. “Now make her turn that phone right back around! Have you seen the eye doctor?”

			“What’s an eye, more or less?”

			“You need to take this seriously!”

			“Out, vile jelly!”

			“Stop that!”

			

			—

			By the time we reached our last stop in Australia, it was early March. Stories were coming out about a mysterious new disease originating from China called COVID-19—highly infectious and spreading like wildfire in Italy. I headed to Ireland for the Galway International Arts Festival, still zonked on shingles medication and still blotchy, but with vision intact. Ireland was said to be COVID-free.

			In Galway I met up with my walking partner, Coleen Quinn—excited to be in Ireland, since her ancestors were from there. We stayed at Castle Ballynahinch, familiar to Graeme and me from many visits, when we’d wandered around the hills and valleys, munching Irish soda bread.

			
				Me, at that time (looking out over the brown river from the dining-room window): I wonder if there are any water rats?

				Graeme: Why, are you still hungry?

			

			Des Lally, “the poet bartender” who’d worked at the castle for many years, showed me the tree they’d planted in Graeme’s honour. A lovely symbolic gesture.

			Though still lethargic from the shingles medication, I got through my events and press conferences. Coleen and I went for therapeutic rambles, on one of which we discovered a pigpen in the forest. After that, we took some apples every day so Coleen could feed the pigs. She seemed to think they could be trained, like dogs.

			“Bad pig! Don’t be so greedy! Take your turn! You’ve already had two!” It was like the retreat from the Battle of Waterloo—pushing and shoving, theft, and trampling.

			On my return to Toronto on March 10, Heathrow Departures was almost empty. Toronto Pearson Arrivals, however, was unnaturally crowded. People were not risking travel abroad: instead, they were flocking home so as not to be trapped in foreign countries, coughing and shivering in hotels while their travel insurance ran out. A couple of days after I left, the Galway festival was shuttered: COVID had swept into Ireland. It was spreading rapidly in Canada too.

			Fear stalked the land. Correction: Fear stalked the world. Where had this plague come from? What exactly would it do to you? When would it be over?

			

			—

			Back in our empty house, I concentrated on arranging my recent poems into a collection called Dearly. Many of the poems were about Graeme—about what he was like as he diminished, about what it would feel like to be without him. All of these poems were written before his death: he was pre-mourned. Here is one:

			
				Mr. Lionheart

				Mr. Lionheart is away today.

				He comes and goes,

				he flickers on and off.

				You might have heard a roar,

				you might not.

				What is it he forgot

				this last time?

				I don’t mean the keys, the hat.

				I mean his tawny days,

				the sun, the golden running.

				All of our furry dancing.

				It returns to him in flashes,

				but then what? Then regret

				because we’re not.

				There’s birdsong, however,

				from birds whose names have vanished.

				Birds don’t need them, those lost names.

				We needed them, but that was then.

				Now, who cares?

				Lions don’t know they are lions.

				They don’t know how brave they are.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 38

			Old Babes in the Wood
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			Canada moved into full COVID-19 lockdown: cancelled engagements, grocery deliveries at the door, disinfecting the vegetables, bookstores lowering purchases in baskets from their second floors, people frowning at runners on the street because they were breathing too much. Masks were supposed to help, but where to get them? Ruth sewed some colourful orange ones—they even had linings—but later on they were proved to be practically useless.

			There were also the cries for help. Could I do a Zoom? Could I do another Zoom? And another? Video clips of Zooms gone wrong went viral: people who’d forgotten to put on their pants, or delivering the news while being photobombed by their young children, or upstaged by their semi-naked boyfriends in the background, or had cat heads stuck on their own Southern-lawyer heads while conversing with judges (“Ah am not a cat.” “Ah can see you are not a cat.”), or a priest who accidentally left filters on while live-streaming Mass, causing him to sport googly eyes, firecracker displays, and criminal-looking sunglasses.

			One of the cries for help was from Mary Beard, the dauntless English classicist and historian of ancient Rome. One of her ventures was a BBC show called Front Row Late that usually included theatre reviews, but now there was no theatre. Desperation! Could I please, please, please send a video of something involving plagues?

			I commandeered Ruth, who was in my bubble. (All of a sudden, everyone had bubbles.) We formed a theatre company called The Tableware Players and did a tableau show of Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death.” Prince Prospero was played by a decorated champagne bottle, the courtiers were wineglasses turned upside down, with hats of ribbon bows, and the Red Death was a handkerchief, red paint, and a paper skull. The clock was an antique black-and-gold one that didn’t work. The twelve bongs of the fateful clock striking were done with a pot and a spoon, but my sister made only eleven bongs. In the video, you can hear me whispering, “One more bong.”

			

			—

			The plague did not ease up. Instead, it got worse. The death rate went up and up. New York was becoming a hotspot. A day before they were going to close the Canada–U.S.A. border, Jess, our son-in-law, Alec, and our nearly four-year-old grandson made a run for it. The small family drove all day from Brooklyn in a rented car and reached our house late, where I had stocked our own car with food and was hiding in the house with the lights out, pretending not to be there so the little grandson wouldn’t want to come in and see me. In case the family was contagious, they wanted to avoid contact.

			They picked up our car and headed north, where they quarantined in the Writing Burrow for the required three weeks. Ruth left food for them in the garage, and my grandson wondered where it was coming from. Fairies? Magic? Once their quarantine period was over, the trio moved back to my Toronto house. We thought they might stay for a couple of months, but wave after wave of COVID washed through, and it wasn’t until a year and a half later that they returned to their Brooklyn condo to find their backyard covered with vines.

			Everyone has their COVID stories, if they can remember them. Was it all just a horrible dream? Not for me. I was glad of the young family’s company so soon after Graeme’s death. The local supermarket held Old Person hours early in the day, so I would trundle over with my shopping cart to snag the groceries. My grandson was in a bubble of other children, overseen by a child-whisperer who was also a birdwatcher and had the kids spend time in nature. One of my grandmotherly triumphs was the cleaning and bleaching of a skunk skull retrieved from a ditch. It began with a stinky coating of brown, pink, and green, but after various Peggy Nature boilings and disinfectings, it turned a beautiful and scentless white.

			Our household members took turns cooking the evening meals, using a sign-up sheet, as in a college residence. If it was your turn but you didn’t have the energy, you could get takeout from one of the restaurants that would hand you a paper bag of food as you stood on their threshold; or you could order in. Japanese, Mexican, Middle Eastern, French, Italian—all were available. Thank you, courageous restaurant workers, for staying open.

			

			—

			A hazard of the COVID years was lack of exercise: it was so tempting to cocoon. But Coleen and I made a vow: we would not be deterred from our morning walk and coffee by a mere death-dealing virus. In winter, done up in boots, scarves, mittens and hand-warmers, we trudged through the snow, acquired Bingo Lotto cards, and scratched them outside while drinking our takeout coffees. Sometimes we ate sushi on park benches. I bought an outdoor firepit and we had hot-dog roasts, with guests bundled up in blankets, hot-water bottles held tight. The firewood came from branches that had fallen down in the backyard. We also got a pink tent/marquee and attached it to the garden shed, over the two windows. Inside the marquee we put the picnic table, and inside the garden shed we set up another table. We could have dinner guests: they sat inside the little garden house, our household sat in the marquee, and we talked through the windows.

			During this period, I was approached by a young entrepreneur, Candice Faktor, whom I’d first met through a project I’d done with Wattpad, an online writing platform. Candice was developing Disco, an interactive teaching platform. Would I do something with them? “Not creative writing,” I said. “I’d like to try something called Practical Utopias.” For some time, people had been asking me: (1) Is there any hope? And (2) Why don’t you write a utopia instead of a dystopia? Good questions, especially since we appear to be living in a time of increased warfare, new killer diseases, economic turmoil, environmental catastrophes, and authoritarians, with Trump longing to become one. Answer to (1): There is always hope, or almost always, unless you’re trapped belowdecks while the Titanic is sinking. Answer to (2): Why is the Inferno so much more riveting than the Paradiso? Because when sheep are safely grazing, there’s not much going on except chewing. But when a wolf appears in the field, it gets attention. Which explains the nature of newscasts, and also underlines the problem with literary utopias. When everything’s perfect, what to do about the boredom?

			Practical Utopias would not be fiction, however. Instead, it would be a group exploration, with two hundred active online participants divided into teams. In my introductory session, I said that most utopias, whether literary or physical, have been impractical because they’ve started from theory and worked downwards. But trees and buildings grow upwards, and are grounded in mud. Mud is reality, including human nature. What if—not a perfect society, but a better one—were to start from the ground up—with the mud?

			The students in the Practical Utopias program would be given these parameters: Design a better society that is carbon neutral or carbon negative, scalable, and attractive enough so people would want to live that way. Given this mandate, what sort of dwellings would we have? What sort of food? Where and how grown? What sort of clothing? Costs of these? Energy sources? Transportation? Water supply? Waste and corpse disposal? Then: What governing system, educational system, and healthcare system? Every human society we know about has had to deal with all of these issues.

			At the end of the eight-week program, the teams presented their utopias. They were admirable and attractive, but they tended to duck two issues: (1) What do you do about people who don’t agree with you, who are criminals, or who want to invade you? And (2) What about money? Will it be bartering all the way, or…? Utopias falter over these two issues, just as in real life.

			

			—

			The world emerged from COVID, more or less. I did get the virus a couple of times; it was unpleasant, but it had no lasting effects. However, I developed a parallel ailment. I’d had an irregular heartbeat since the age of twelve—nothing to worry about, I was told, though it was sometimes annoying. I’d written several poems about my heart and its delinquent ways. Now I’d developed galloping atrial fibrillation, a progressive condition that can’t be cured. At first, medication controlled it a bit, though, over time, not nearly enough. I never knew when an episode might strike. My heart rate would shoot up to 165, then plummet to 35, and my heart would stop for up to ten seconds. I could get through public events as long as I had a chair and a table so I wouldn’t fall over. I would prop my head on one hand, as if I were thinking profound thoughts, whereas in reality I was briefly passing out.

			Once they’d monitored the heart stoppages, the AFib team at St. Michael’s Hospital in Toronto stuck a pacemaker into me. It works well. In airport security, I place my hand on my heart as if swearing allegiance. “Aha,” they say. “Pacemaker.” I now know a lot about pat-downs. And I take a medication that, should I spend too much time in the sun, will turn me blue. Not a uniform Smurfy blue, which would be striking, but more like your face if you’ve walked into a wall. So I go in for sunblock and wide-brimmed hats; but then, I did anyway.

			Sooner or later the body will decide to go off on an adventure of its own, no matter what I may wish. But so far, we are still together.

			

			—

			All this time I’d been writing stories, which were published in the fall of 2023 as Old Babes in the Wood. The title is a riff on the anonymous English ballad “The Babes in the Wood,” in which two children are abandoned in a forest and die. Old babes are a different matter: past their due date but still kicking. The title story is clearly about my sister and me, still hanging out in the woods together. It all happened, including the mice.

			I’m a nightmare for my translators. I use allusions, I make jokes—always difficult to translate—and I invent brand names that don’t exist. I was recently in Norway, where I met with the translator of Old Babes, Inger Gjelsvik. The title in Norwegian was: Ryper i solnedgang. I asked her what it meant, and she sent me some informal notes: a beautiful example of the thought and care that literary translators put into their work. Here they are, as a little tribute to all translators:

			
				Old Babes in the Wood  Ryper i solnedgang

				babes = ryper (pl.) (rype = grouse, the bird)

				“rype” is a word for a sexy girl (a bit outdated now) and covers “Babes”

				“rype” will also be associated with “wood”

				“solnedgang” = sunset

				“solnedgang” indicates the end of the day, also metaphorically, and therefor will cover “old” in the English title

				“Ryper i solnedgang”—in this expression there will in Norwegian resound another expression which is “Elg i solnedgang” = “Moose in the sunset” which (in the 30’s to the 50’s?) was a cherished motive in Norwegian paintings but considered kitschy and of poor artistic taste, equivalent to the motive “gypsy girl” or “crying child”. My point is, “i solnedgang” will also (in addition to the grouse) indicate woods even if the word wood is not explicitly mentioned in the title.

				—then of course “solnedgang” will to some extent cover the underlying sadness in the expression “babes in the wood” from the traditional tale; the two abandoned and lost children in the wood, and also have the meaning: I quote from Wikipedia: “The expression has passed into common language referring to inexperienced innocents entering unawares into any potentially dangerous or hostile situation” = (here) getting old

				Inger Gjelsvik

			

			There are three parts to the Old Babes story collection. The first, “Tig and Nell,” contains stories in which the Tig character—whom we’ve met before, in several of the stories in Moral Disorder—is alive. Then there’s a second section, an assorted-chocolates grab-bag containing an interview with the dead George Orwell conducted through a medium, a yarn about a snail that has reincarnated as a woman, a mother who claims to her daughter that she’s a witch, a rendering of the death of Hypatia of Alexandria who was flayed alive with clamshells, and a revisiting of the Decameron story “Patient Griselda,” narrated by a carnivorous alien, which contains two Griseldas, one of them impatient. Since the alien is a carnivore, the story has a happy ending: the two Griseldas eat the evil duke, clothes and all.

			In the third section—“Nell and Tig”—things get darker. Tig is no longer alive. Nell is a widow; the voice in the story called “Widows” comes from her, and me, and several of my friends who were having the same experience. “She’s doing fine,” people say. “She’s coping.” Nobody copes, really. But widows talk to other widows: they understand the disconnection, the feeling of unreality. For instance: In January 2019, Graeme and I were at the Key West Literary Seminar in Florida. Joyce Carol Oates—whom we’d known since the 1970s—was there with her husband, Charlie Gross, as was my writer friend from New Orleans, Valerie Martin, and her partner, the translator John Cullen. We all had a blissful dinner together under the stars. Within a year and a half, all three men were dead. Now what? we widows think. What’s it all for? It’s a tragedy when a young person dies, but what is it when an old person leaves us? Wait! It’s not time! How did it get so late?

			These last stories in Old Babes were the most difficult for me to write. Tig isn’t Graeme, exactly—no story or novel could ever contain the total complexity of another human being—but he’s close enough: to quote the title of a book by Michael Winter, This All Happened. Did I cry a lot while writing these stories? Yes. Did I believe, on some level, that Graeme could hear them, and that he would laugh at the funny parts and appreciate the details? That too. I’m not alone in this: the dead appear to us in dreams, and sometimes they talk to us even when we’re awake. Nor is it my experience that there are seven stages of grief: there is just grief, an undertone, like the to and fro of the sea. Are stories like the last ones in Old Babes a way of spending more time with someone after they’ve gone, and of reliving happier times? Naturally. Borges proposes that Dante wrote the entire Divine Comedy so he could bring dead Beatrice back to life again, and see her and talk to her once more.

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 39

			Paper Boat

			[image: ]

			Here is a little poem from my 2024 collection, Paper Boat:

			
				Lucky

				Pickerel weed in bloom.

				In the shadows of what was once

				our garden, annuals battle the weeds.

				Puffballs like tiny rubber bubbles

				drift up through sandy darkness.

				I dreamed this once.

				I’m wearing the same shirt

				I wore here that year,

				that year we gave up our standoffs

				and skirmishes, and took up tenderness.

				Barring some crisis,

				our clothing will outlive us.

				None of which we mentioned

				while holding hands on the dock

				at duskfall, as the darkness

				bloomed in us, though not

				like flowers, and daytime

				shut itself down.

				Who knows its name, this darkness?

				It’s merely there, a condition

				for stars. We did not say

				Everything’s winding down.

				We’ve been very lucky,

				we said instead.

			

			Paper boats are fragile, and eventually they sink. Fragility was on my mind while I was naming the book, and the ephemeral nature of human beings, and paper, and what is written on it. But the paper boat in my version of it is still afloat.

			This will be a short chapter. Art is long, life is fleeting, the shadows lengthen; it’s hard to shake the feeling that I’m living in the half-light of a partial eclipse. But as you can see, I continue on with the writing, that activity I began back in 1956 when I was sixteen and the world was a far different place. On we sail in our paper boats, we writers. Flimsy enough vehicles, but we don’t jump ship. Or at least I haven’t. Or not yet.

			I spent the latter half of 2023 and the first third of 2024 sorting and collecting the poems for Paper Boat: New and Selected Poems, 1961–2023, which came out in the fall of 2024. Many of my individual poetry volumes had long been out of print, and executive editor Daniel Halpern at Knopf US had proposed a new selection, as it had been decades since the last one and much ink had flowed under the bridge since then.

			It was a strange experience to revisit my life through these poems—written sixty, fifty, forty years ago. I can recognize the person who wrote them, not as myself exactly, but as a younger relative who resembles me in many respects. She’s more assured of her own invincibility, less calm, and considerably more energetic. How did the earlier me turn out so many words, and so quickly? Not to mention the reality part: romances, adventures with Graeme, family life, wonderful baby, wonderful parents, great sibs, weeding the garden, knitting, birthday-party-staging, pie-making, bird conservation, arts support, human rights advocacy, fundraising, and general busybodiness. Of course, that person was stronger, and ran where I merely walk. She was also taller—I’ve shrunk—but we have the same noses. We and all of our many incarnations have indeed been very lucky: we’ve lived in a peaceful place—Canada—though not in a peaceful century, and at a time of optimism, expanding possibilities for the arts, and increasing human rights, at least in our country. However, our national luck may be running out, and our international luck—authoritarianism is on the rise, even south of Canada’s border. Our luck as a species may be running out as well. I don’t need to list all the negatives: you know them well enough, and I have written about them in many books. But I and my multiple selves are still hoping for the best.

			Books end and so do lives, but rarely in the same way. How to end a book? Happy endings are comforting—though increasingly less convincing than they used to be. As the familiar saying goes, nobody gets out of this alive.

			

			—

			“Write no more now, Tiberius Claudius, God of the Britons,” says Robert Graves’s Emperor Claudius at the end of the long family history he’s been setting down. Having a fictional character tell himself to shut up is one way out. Or, as Mr. Bennet says to his earnest piano-playing daughter, “That will do extremely well, child. You have delighted us long enough.”

			I could fall back on that familiar line from Looney Tunes film cartoons, Porky Pig’s “That’s all, folks.” Or I could go even further back, to one of my literary influences: The Tailor of Gloucester by Beatrix Potter. A group of mice are finishing an embroidered waistcoat that a poor tailor has become too ill to complete. They manage everything except the last buttonhole: they run out of cherry-coloured embroidery thread, and leave a tiny note of explanation: “No more twist.” So it is with me: I have used up my thread.

			Or perhaps I should resort to the double ending pioneered by Charlotte Brontë in Villette. The reader is allowed to imagine a happy ending for the heroine, though on the other hand the man she loves has most likely perished in a shipwreck. I could say, “Your choice, Dear Reader. On the one hand, I am here, having travelled with you for over eighty-six years, having shared with you so many strange happenings, incidents of malice, odd dreams, conversations, joyful moments, ghosts, stupid mistakes, and catastrophes. Yes, I am still with you, right here, on this very page.” Though, on the other hand…

			My Great-Aunt Abbey, who was completely blind in the final years of her life, took to her bed. One of my younger relatives went to visit her. “What are you thinking about, Aunt Abbey?” she asked.

			“I am writing the story of my life,” said Aunt Abbey. “And when I have come to the end, I will close the book.”
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					A Love Affair: My mother, Margaret Killam, and Dick, her rescue horse, c. 1929.

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Harold welcomes me, Ottawa, 1940.
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					Life in the Bush I: My mother, Harold, and me, 1943.
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					Life in the Bush II: My father, Carl, and me, 1943.
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					Life in the Bush III: My father, Harold, and me, stocking the wood box, 1944.
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					Me with my bike, with the muddy Garden Circle in the background, Toronto, 1950.
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					The Three Bush Babies: Harold, me, and Ruth, small cabin, 1953. Drawing cartoons.
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					Taking the boat down the lake, 1953.
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					Hallowe’en party, hot-dog costume, 1954.
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					On the dock, Ruth and me. The age of short shorts, 1954.
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					The Big Five at the Bass Lakes: Elizabeth, me, Eric, David, and Harold, 1953.
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					Synthesia, the Home Economics opera, Leaside High School, 1956. I am Orlon.
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					Carl researching sawflies, 1950s.
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					Harold’s wedding to Lenore Mendelson, 1959. Ruth, me, Lenore, Harold, Margaret, and Carl.

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Vancouver, on the Very Nice Boyfriend’s motorcycle, when I was writing The Edible Woman and The Circle Game, 1964–65.
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					Jane Rule and me; we originally met in Vancouver in 1964. Photo from the 1980s.
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					Doug Jones at his summer place, 1964.
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					Outtake from the cover shoot for The Circle Game. Photo by Charles Pachter, Montreal, 1966.
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					My first newspaper interview pic, for The Circle Game, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1967.
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					Jim Polk and me getting married, spring 1967.
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					Jack the Mac: Jack McClelland of McClelland & Stewart.
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					Dennis Lee, 1967, perhaps. The “fifth business” of my life.
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					Al Purdy, me, and Avi Boxer, Montreal, 1968. Al has just made a joke.
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					15 Canadian Poets, 1970. Me, Margaret Avison, Earle Birney, George Bowering, Leonard Cohen, Victor Coleman, Doug Jones, Irving Layton, Gwen MacEwen, Eli Mandel, John Newlove, Alden Nowlan, Michael Ondaatje, Al Purdy, Raymond Souster. Edited by Gary Geddes and Phyllis Bruce.
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					At Charles Pachter’s retro-themed art show opening in Calgary, 1970.
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					At Tony Richardson’s enclave in France, 1971. Age of the silver bathing suit.
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					From the first photo shoot with Graeme, Toronto, 1971.

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Graeme: the distinctive paddling style, 1973.
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					First canoe trip with Graeme, 1973. The romantic Greb work boots.
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					Graeme, photographer Ellen Tolmie, playwright Rick Salutin, director Paul Thompson, me, conspiring, c. 1974.
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					Big Larry Gaynor in an acting role, 1970s. (The snake is not real.)
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					My haunted study at the Alliston farm, 1975.
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					Jess is born: Graeme the Younger, Graeme, Jess, Matthew, spring 1976.
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					Haying at the farm with Matthew, 1975.
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					Hanging up the laundry at the farm, Jess helping, 1977.
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					My mother with Jess, 1978.
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					Graeme and Jess at the farm, 1978.
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					Jess and Finn, the Irish wolfhound, at the farm, 1978.
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					Graeme and Jess at the Taj Mahal, 1978.
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					Book signing for Up in the Tree, with Jess, 1978.
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					Maclean’s cover, 1981. Clockwise from left: Robertson Davies, me, Timothy Findley, and W.O. Mitchell.
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					Perpetual Motion is published, 1982.
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					The Sibs: Ruth, Harold, and me, holding a photo of our mother and her two sisters, c. 1983. Photo by Graeme.
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					Graeme birdwatching in Cuba, c. 1987.
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					Graeme and me outside our cockroach-infested house on Sullivan Street in Toronto, early 1980s.
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					Writing The Handmaid’s Tale, West Berlin, 1984.
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					Phoebe Larmore, Alma Lee, Graeme, David Young, Sarah Sheard, and me, Writers’ Trust dinner, 1990s. Beaded 1920s dress bought at a flea market.
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					Phoebe Larmore, agent; me; Nan Talese, publisher. A fading Polaroid.
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					At the Booker ceremony for The Blind Assassin with Jess, and a bit of Graeme. Moment of winning, London, 2000.
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					In the Canadian High Arctic, at the grave of the Franklin sailors, freezing-cold Beechey Island, 2001.
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					Meeting Queen Elizabeth II on the fiftieth anniversary of the Queen’s coronation, Ottawa, 2002. Mutual skepticism. The Queen: “Oh. You’re a writer. They seem to have quite a lot of those over here.” Me: “It’s because we don’t have a Hollywood.” The Queen: “Oh.” (Pause.) “Ha ha.”
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					Jess and Graeme at Bar Mercurio, Toronto, 2005.
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					Tour for The Year of the Flood with McClelland & Stewart publicist Ashley Dunn and a stuffed toy mole, 2009.
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					The Year of the Flood: Chief Harry St. Denis of Wolf Lake First Nation presents me with an eagle feather, Sudbury, 2009.
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					Pelee Island, Springsong 2010s: Graeme, Alison Gordon, Ramsay and Eleanor Cook, Cathy Wismer.
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					Graeme and me with Cuban scientists Gilberto Silva and Yazmín Peraza, c. 2016.
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					Vivienne Schuster, me, and Karolina Sutton at the Kitschies/Red Tentacle Awards for Science Fiction, London, 2016.
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					Handmaids on a protest vigil, 2016.
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					Me with leading lady Elisabeth Moss on the set of the Handmaid’s Tale television series, 2016.
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					“Disagreeable woman”: a cameo in the television miniseries Alias Grace, 2017.
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					Launch of the Alias Grace television series: me and Sarah Polley, 2017. I’m wearing my grandmother’s 1930s dress.
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					The Handmaid’s Tale television series Season 1 receives thirteen nominations and eight Emmys: Graeme and me on the red carpet, Los Angeles, 2017.
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					Graeme as a Viking, Iceland, 2018. (The other Viking is not real.)
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					The Testaments co-wins the Booker: me with one of my editors, Louise Dennys, London, 2019.
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					I become a stamp, 2021.
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					Burning the unburnable book, 2022. The book was auctioned off and the proceeds went to PEN.
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					In Nova Scotia, taken by my sister, Ruth, 2022.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			Becoming an Entomologist

			Carl E. Atwood

			(Found in My Father’s Papers, in Cursive, and Transcribed by Harold L. Atwood)
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			Both of my grandfathers were sea-going men who left the sea in middle age and were listed in the census as farmers and lumbermen. My mother’s father was a captain of sail who left the sea because he was supposed to have “consumption.” It must have been a very mild case because he lived to the age of ninety-two. Grandfather Atwood must have had an “itchy foot”—born in Barrington, he lived in Grand Manan, Canso, East Ruston, and for a time in a small settlement on Great Lake, on the Barrington River. In 1867 he walked by foot along a path to the Clyde River Valley, where his brother-in-law had settled on one of the few patches of fertile soil along the river. Father used to amuse us by telling the story of how, at age two, he walked the foot trail that connected the two valleys. This “Old Great Lake Trail” could still be followed until the time I left home.

			My maternal grandmother died in 1913 and Mother, with her brood, moved to keep house for Grandfather, who lived eighteen miles up the river at a little settlement called While’s Hill. Nearby was a one-room schoolhouse, where I first encountered reading and writing. This was a wooden frame building, with two rows of desks and a wood-burning stove in the middle. At these desks we wrote on slates. Much of the program for the higher grades consisted of reading aloud from “readers”; so of course the lower grades had the “advantage” of hearing these readings—I learned much of The Lay of the Last Minstrel in this way.

			At the fifteen-minute recess and at lunch hour we had very little in the way of organized games—the boys especially did a lot of jumping for both height and distance, while in winter we played on the ice of a nearby pond.

			Going to school involved a walk of about a mile along a road through mostly forested country. The forest here was much different from that around my home: hemlock, oak, and ash were common, but generally missing from the lower valley. Among shrubs, witch hazel and elder were abundant, both missing from the lower valley; and there were other differences among the lower vegetation.

			Grandfather was described as a farmer, but his cash flow must have been about zero. He kept a few sheep, a pig, a few cows for milk and butter, and probably sold some steers for beef; and he had a rather rough orchard with varieties of apple now considered rare. A small intensively cultivated kitchen garden supplied beans and peas, carrots, beets, and squashes for household use; and for field crops, he grew potatoes and turnips, the latter mostly used for stock feed. Eventually he began to grow some alfalfa. His crops were remarkably free of insect pests—no potato beetles, no turnip maggots, no alfalfa weevils. This condition was probably a function of isolation. In a smokehouse he processed his own bacon and hams. Water came from a very deep well from which it was drawn by a long sweep and a bucket.

			The house was heated by wood-burning stoves, which also served for cooking. Stockings, mittens, and sweaters were knitted by “the women,” who also “made over” clothes that no longer fitted the older children. On the whole, this menage was a good example of subsistence farming as practised by many of the pioneers and was a remarkable example of self-sufficiency. Heavy farmwork was done by horses, who also drew the wagon on the rare trips to civilization. Practically the only items for which we depended on the outside were boots and shoes, and kerosene for lamps.

			Books and reading material were scarce. The Family Herald came every week and was eagerly awaited. Conventional books were loaned back and forth until they fell apart. Eventually the mail order catalogues began to appear, and served several purposes beyond the intentions of the publishers—the pictures of beautiful models were cut out and made into paper dolls. With these we devised our own games.

			We lived with Grandfather during the first year of World War I. Father, who was an expert lumberman, was working in the woods near the headwaters of the Clyde River. In the Spring he appeared and moved us back to our home down the river. My younger brother and I went on the first trip by horse and wagon. The roads were so bad that at every little hill we had to get out and walk.

			In the fall of 1915, it was thought there were again enough children to justify reopening the local schoolhouse that had been closed, so we continued our “education” there. This involved a two-mile walk there and back. The road ran beside the river for much of it, and I found these walks very interesting. For example, nine species of orchids grew along the way; and especially after a snowstorm, we would see moose and wildcat tracks—no deer until later—and, very rarely, bear tracks.

			One day as we were walking along the road, something happened that was to have a great effect on my future life. I saw, crossing the gravel, an enormous green caterpillar. By some means, I got it home uninjured, and found that it would eat birch leaves. I made a little screen cage for it and inside this it eventually spun a long brown bag of silk-like material. By examining the few books on natural history available to me, I identified this as the cocoon of the cecropia moth. This was the real beginning of my lifelong interest in insects, which led eventually to a career in biology at a great university.

			Shortly after this find, the Sedgwick girls, our summer neighbours, brought me a leafy branch found floating in the river, on which were two more large caterpillars of a different type. These also spun cocoons, from which emerged in spring large green moths with long streamers from the rear wings. These I eventually identified as luna moths.

			My interest in insects thus aroused, I began to see other types. Running along the edge of the field and under the road by a culvert was a shallow ditch. Every spring I saw a migration of “wrigglers.” By watching these, I found them to be the immature form of the mayfly. I was very much excited by this “original” discovery—it was only some years later that I found out I had been anticipated by an ancient Greek named Aristotle. However, it had served the purpose of maintaining my interest in insects, and I soon had the cool attic well stocked with small screen cages containing an assortment of cocoons that I examined daily for emergents. As these appeared, they were added to my little “museum.”

			At that time, the Family Herald had a section called the “Naturalist’s Corner,” which supplied an address to which specimens could be sent for identification. I had so few specimens of some types that I didn’t want to part with them; so I laboriously made watercolour drawings that I sent. In at least two cases I got names that later I was able to confirm. One belonged to the genus Catocala, a moth with grey front wings and rear wings banded black and pink. The man who did the identification, Dr. Arthur Gibson, was later my chief in the Department of Agriculture in Ottawa.

			The second event that had a great effect on my future career happened at Christmas 1922, when I was given a copy of the book Mosses and Lichens—a well written and well-illustrated volume on these plants. I was already pretty familiar with the flowering plants of my area, but this book opened a new field. I at once began to make a collection of them.

			One day I noticed on a bare patch of soil a single little moss plant. I combed my moss book and finally came across an illustration that seemed to match: the drawing of Buxbaumia aphylla, a species originally found near Astrakhan in eastern Russia. It attracted the attention of the great botanist Linnaeus, who wrote of it. I put the specimen safely away in my collection. Several years later I found a second plant near Truro, where I was attending the provincial normal college. I showed it to some naturalists there in an attempt to get a positive identification and was referred to A.R. Prince, the provincial botanist, who had been a student at Harvard University. He recognized it at once, and was quite surprised that such a raw amateur as I should have spotted it. It occurs only as single plants, never forming cushions like many mosses, and never occurs twice in the same place. After some talk, he said to me: “How would you like to work with me next summer?” He was engaged in collecting specimens of the flowering plants of Nova Scotia, in preparation for the writing of a Flora of Nova Scotia. This was like a dream turned to reality, so I accepted at once.

			All the next summer I spent wandering over the province collecting plants. Part of the deal was that I could keep duplicates of all except rare species for my own collection. Eventually the Science Building at the Nova Scotia Agricultural College, where our collection was housed, burned down. I donated my plant collection to replace the one that had been destroyed. In the meantime, I had collected a small group of students interested in natural history and had led them on field trips every Saturday.

			Then, just before the close of the normal college term, the principal called me in and asked me if I would accept a scholarship at Acadia University that included one year’s free tuition. I had thought that I should be able to enter university only after years of teaching school. This offer opened much better prospects, and I accepted at once. It turned out that I should be expected to do some laboratory work as well as some demonstrating to laboratory classes. To this I was quite agreeable.

			I had expected to continue my summer’s work with Mr. Prince, but in the meantime I was approached by Dr. Brittain of McGill University with an offer of a different job. Dr. Brittain at this time was engaged in a five-year study of apple pollination, and needed someone to determine percentage germination of pollen grains of the different varieties of apples. He arranged to “borrow” me from Prince, and so I spent much of that summer on microscope work. But Dr. Brittain was by training an entomologist, and he found out through conversation that I was interested in insects (thanks to the caterpillar I had picked up on the way to school). He changed my duties from examination of pollen to making observations on the insects that carry pollen. At first this involved making counts of the various bees that visited apple blooms. This was a very pleasant occupation—my stations were in orchards in full bloom, so I was surrounded by apple blossoms and their perfume.

			It soon developed that there were different kinds of bees belonging to different families. For some reason Dr. Brittain became interested in the small ground-nesting bees of the families Andrenidae and Halictidae. He encouraged me to try to discover their nesting sites and habits.

			I soon found a nesting site used by Halictidae and at Dr. Brittain’s suggestion began to excavate the nests, which were tunnels in the ground, and to record the inhabitants. This led to an interesting observation. I found that two kinds of bee were sharing the same tunnel. These bees were of two different types—in fact, they had been given different scientific names by previous students. From my observations I decided that they were essentially queens and workers. This phenomenon had been observed in Europe, but according to the literature had not been observed in North American species. I published a small paper recording my observations, which apparently stimulated research on different species, and it turned out that this phenomenon was fairly widespread. In the meantime, I had continued to collect bees of the two families that made tunnels and eventually published a paper describing the distinguishing features of the different species. In the meantime Dr. Brittain had arranged for me to receive an Assistantship at Macdonald College of McGill University, from which I received the B.Sc. in 1931.

			As I had graduated in first place, I thought I might secure a scholarship at Toronto, where I could study under Dr. E.M. Walker, a world-famous student of insects. Accordingly, I applied, but received no answer until late September, when I received a telegram telling me to come to Toronto. It appeared that I had been awarded the Ramsay Wright Fellowship, but Dr. Walker had mislaid my application and only later found it. My collection of bees was judged to provide enough material for a master’s thesis if properly worked up.

			One day Dr. Bensley, head of the Department of Zoology, called me into his office and asked me what I was doing. When I described my project, he asked if a week or so at the National Museum in Washington, D.C., would be any help to me. Of course, I accepted at once and was able to spend a week or so there, where Dr. Bruce Sandhouse, a student of bees, was very helpful and gave me access to the National Museum. I was able to compare my specimens with theirs and thus make positive identifications. With this help, I soon completed my thesis and received my master’s degree in the spring of 1932.
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