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Mercedes was quite unlike the car that shared her name. She had the lean lines of a Lotus, but she lacked the comfortable middle class trappings. Her patchwork style reminded me more of her truck, with its faded fenders, dull doors, mismatched mirrors and wires hanging like entrails from empty light sockets. I’d hear her tired truck’s mechanical clatter well before she arrived. She loved her truck, but it didn’t love her back. When its brakes failed, lights didn’t work, engine wouldn’t start, or tires were flat, she’d laugh and find help. Help was too often me. I grew to hate her truck, but grew fond of Mercedes.
She had a simple, almost malnourished beauty. She reminded me of a Giacommetti statue. She had raven straight hair, eyes like dark pools and high cheekbones. Her vitality escaped as she smiled. She didn’t buy new clothes but delighted in discards and dressed with gypsy theatre, often in billowing pants, or long sweeping skirts. She wore lace-trimmed blouses as fussy as my grandmother’s, bush boots and a swamping military greatcoat against the cold.
She bought a scrub piece of land next to our farm late one winter. I’d return from work to find that Sally, my wife, had invited her for supper. She used our bath, baked in our kitchen and dried her clothes around our stove. She shredded the intimacy of our family life by arriving unexpected and unannounced. She’d then outstay our neighbourly welcome. If I went to clean out the pigs, I’d find my pitchfork and wheel barrow missing. If I went to split wood, my axe had vanished. Sally always confirmed that Mercedes had borrowed them. In those first weeks I had visions of living in frustration, forever seeking “borrowed” tools, forever cursing Mercedes. I didn’t know how to deal with her, but she soothed my irritation with her laughter and settled on me as softly as a snowfall.
“I’m going to put up a tepee, later I build a cabin,” she told me.
Until the tepee was ready, she and Pedro, her baby-faced boy, bivouacked in her truck. Sally, acting as a good neighbour, volunteered my help and our cedars for her tepee poles.
“We’ve got to give a hand. She’s living in the back of a truck. She’s got no good cedars on her place. Besides I’ve already told her we’d help and the sooner she has her own home, the less time she’ll spend in ours.”
I was a pawn in the path of my queen.
“How long will it take?”
“No longer than a day. She’s having the canvas sewn; it’ll be ready next week.” Sally’s logic was compelling, but she made sure and fixed me with one of her looks. I crumpled.
“Alright, just one day at the weekend.”
I was rewarded with a kiss.
Next Saturday morning, Morganna, my daughter, squealed into my sleep, “Pedro and Mercedes are here.”
I opened a reluctant eye and saw it was not yet seven.
“Mercedes is downstairs getting breakfast.” Morganna was excited by Pedro’s unexpected arrival (they were both five), and quickly disappeared downstairs.
Before I could ask whether this was really a dream, Sally said, “Well, we agreed to help her with her tepee.”
I consider Saturday mornings sacred. I have a ritual. I snuggle with Sally, luxuriate in lying in. Morganna often joins us. Sally and I laze our way through a pot of coffee, before the insistent whinnies from my horses drag me from bed. I then feed the horses, tend the pigs and check the chickens, after which Sally fuels Morganna and me with pancakes, our own maple syrup and her homemade bread. I found it hard to accept a ruined Saturday morning.
“Alright, let’s do it. The sooner I get this done the happier I’ll be.” I kissed Sally on the cheek and dressed. I followed my nose to the percolating coffee in the kitchen and sat at the counter like a slumping sack of potatoes. Mercedes broadcast a warm smile, but I ignored it. She placed a cup of coffee in front of me, and when I’d sipped a few times and sighed in appreciation, she said, “It’s bright today! Good for work in the bush.” I nodded. I searched my soul for enthusiasm, but found none. Sally had told me how Mercedes had scoured our land and marked “her” trees. Sally said she’d been very choosey. Each tree had to be over twenty five feet tall, straight, and slim and with little taper. It was too late in the season to work in the bush. The previous month, when the snow had been hard packed, the ground unseen and the sap frozen in the soil, had been the time for bush work. But by that Saturday, the swamp was soup, sap bubbled in the trunks and the snow was softer than lard. It was the wrong time.
Mercedes whipped up pancakes. Her arm beat faster than an electric blender and her energy was a stark contrast to my apathy.
“I’ll get the chores done.” I swigged my coffee, slipped on my boots and headed for the barn. The sun was sparkling on the hoary grass. It’d be warm by midday. The horses heard me and whinnied in anticipation. I wondered if they counted days; if they knew it was Saturday; if they knew I was early.
After breakfast, Pedro and Morganna demanded to play in the house, so Sally stayed to look after them. I carried the chainsaw and fuel and Mercedes carried the ropes, an axe and a Swede saw. Mercedes’ first trees were in the gloomy forbidding swamp, where the mud sucked at boots and the sun hardly reached.
She grimaced whenever I used my chainsaw.
“Too much noise. Why not use an axe or a saw?”
“Too slow,” I grunted.
I’d so many other jobs to do that I resented her tepee poles. My weekends were refreshing islands of sanity in the long passage of workdays, but as I watched her, I had to admire her eager, efficient energy. As I felled the trees and trimmed them with my chainsaw, she swung her axe and cleaned the tops as though raised in cork boots. We roped the trunks at either end, struggled up the slope and stacked them in the pasture. When we’d done five I stopped for a breather and sat on a log.
The sun was warm on my face, but the cold wind bit my hands and tugged at my hair.
Mercedes stood in the sun and held up her face as though it was a chalice receiving essence. Her face felt the wind that had once swept the arctic. She inhaled the sturdy thick fragrance of the opening earth. She heard the rustle of the brittle grass. Her long hair was in a wild array and shone like a halo around her face.
I couldn’t help but compare her to Sally, who wouldn’t have thrown herself into a project like this. She’d encourage and watch, she might occasionally have grabbed the end of a trunk to stop it sliding on the slope, but Sally wouldn’t have grunted and sweated alongside me in the bush.
“You lost the bad temper?” Mercedes asked.
I was taken aback. I didn’t know it had showed, but then she smiled.
“Yeah, it’s too nice a day to be in a bad mood.” I got up from the log. “Shall we get back at it?”
“Oh, will you wait for me?” Without waiting for my reply, she spread her legs, raised her skirt clear of the ground and scalded the snow. For a few moments she became a steam-shrouded statue, only her sparkling breath confirmed her humanity. I was stunned. Sally’s friends would’ve sneaked into the woods or returned to the house; they’d never have peed in open pasture. Mercedes imprinted more deeply in my mind.
“Too much coffee this morning, too much cold out here,” she explained as she joined me at the edge of the woods. I felt like a peeping tom but hadn’t deliberately trespassed on her privacy, although I found it hard to return her radiant smile. She was unlike anyone I’d ever met. I knew she was not a peasant from the Spanish hills, she’d been to university, yet she seemed so untamed and yet hauntingly familiar. As we skidded down the slope to the last of her trees in the swamp, my opinion of her shifted slightly.
“We’ve done the difficult trees first. The others are . . . How you say . . . In the sweet bush?” I smiled at her crazy English.
“No, in the sugar bush.”
“Oh,” she said. “We can drink syrup from the trees, yes?”
“Yes, maple syrup is great, especially on pancakes, but the sap gives you the runs if you drink too much.”
She cocked her head quizzically.
“What is the runs?”
“Diarrhea.”
“I don’t know this. What is it?”
“A belly ache. Messed up bowels.” I said and clutched my stomach.
“Oh,” she said, as understanding flooded her face. “I won’t drink much sap. Bit is okay to taste?”
“Sure. When we’ve done this tree we’ll head over.”
I attacked the last tree with my snarling chainsaw. Mercedes put her hands over her ears and only opened her eyes when the tree had thumped to the ground. The felling was easy, but the trimming took time. I’d barked my shins each time we’d hauled one up to the meadow. My stomach grumbled for lunch. I’d doubted Sally’s weekend estimate and knew it was going to take longer than a day to cut the poles and erect the tepee. I looked over at Mercedes. She was bathed in sunlight. Her ground-sweeping skirt was scarred with mud. Her face was begrimed where she’d brushed aside her hair with earth-stained hands. She had scratches on her hands and a welt across her face from a branch whip. She was proving tenacious and tireless. I was impressed. I saw that her axe was idle.
“Are you finished?” she asked. I nodded.
“Let’s get it up the hill.” She looped her rope under the tip; I put mine round the butt. We lifted and headed, bandy legged, towards the slope. The path was slithery with mud and the ground greedy for our boots. Our breath came in gasps. We rested at the foot of the slope.
“Are you okay? This one seems heavier.”
“I’m okay, it’s not too heavy.” Her body, hidden beneath a man’s tweed jacket, heaved for breath. She put the rope over her shoulder and lifted. I wanted to watch her, but had to concentrate on my own feet on the rabbit wide path across the slope.
Her shriek startled the snow. I looked up and saw the log sliding towards me. I dropped my rope and the log rolled sideways down the slope. Then, as though she was a bowling ball and I was a ten pin, she struck me. We tumbled in confusion to the foot of the slope. I wriggled out from beneath her skirt. She laughed.
“That tree cause us problems, no?”
“What happened?”
“I dunno. Mebbe I lose my feet in my skirt.”
“Are you alright?”
“Nothing broken for sure, but mebbe I’m cut.”
In the cedared shadows, she pulled up her skirt and uncovered, high on her thigh, a wound oozing with ruby red blood. She dabbed it with her handkerchief.
“I’m cut. A broken root got me.”
“Come on; let’s get you back to the house. You can clean it back there. You may need a doctor.” But, in the half-light of the swamp, my eyes wandered into her darker shadows. She wore no underwear.
Her voice pulled my eyes to her face.
“Put some snow on it. It’ll stop the bleeding.”
I cupped my hands and scooped icy snow from beside the path.
“Put it on. Rub it in,” she ordered.
I hesitated. I was uneasy with this close-up.
“More snow. Do it again. The bleeding must stop.”
I wasn’t as shy the second time. She leaned back as I massaged the ice-cold compress onto her thigh. The wound appeared cleaner and the blood congealed.
“Do it again,” she instructed. “Make sure the bleeding is stopped.”
I was firm but tender as my ice-filled hands kneaded her sinewy flank. She groaned in appreciation. I inspected the wound. It wasn’t deep. It was more of an abrasion, but my eyes, helpless as kelp in a tide, swept up from the wound. She didn’t reproach me, but leaned forward until our heads touched.
“Look, you make me better. The bleeding has stopped.”
“Let’s get you back to the house. I’ll help you up the slope then piggy-back you to the house.” As I pulled her to her feet, her skirt dropped like a curtain over my temptation. Her face was pale.
“What is piggy-back?” She asked cautiously.
“I’ll carry you on my back.”
“Oh, no. It’s too far and slippery.”
“Nonsense if you walk, it’ll bleed again. I’m piggy-backing you to the house.”
She gave in. I was hot and stumbling by the time we reached the porch. I carefully put her down.
“What’s happened? Is anyone hurt?” Sally was always nervous when I used the chainsaw.
Mercedes raised her skirt and displayed her wound.
“Come inside. I’ll clean it and dress it.” Sally ushered Mercedes into the house and slammed the door after them. I caught my breath on the porch. I was winded. I needed lunch and a rest.
After lunch, Mercedes proved to be irrepressible, despite Sally’s “No, you can’t work on that leg, it’ll start bleeding again!”
“I’m okay. We need the poles. My tepee is important.” She insisted. I assumed she knew her own strength and said nothing. Her leg was bandaged and her colour had returned and, despite being loaded with ropes and blocks, she didn’t limp.
She was cautious descending the slope to the felled tree. It was the first sign that her leg troubled her, but she didn’t complain. We’d bought pulleys and more rope, so with the help of block and tackle, I winched the last tree up the slope. Mercedes levered it over the obstructions. She beamed at our success.
“We should have done this before, no?”
“Yes, hindsight is always perfect. I didn’t think your poles would be so heavy.”
“How we get them to my place?”
“I’ll put my horse on them. They’re too long for my truck. Let’s get to the sugar bush and cut the rest.”
We divided the tools, ropes, fuel cans and blocks and headed to the sugar bush. I watched her. She didn’t limp but her face was tight.
The sun had melted most of the snow in the sugar bush. The footing was firmer and the work easier. As dusk crept across the fields, we’d assembled the last poles. The hollows in the meadow became sinister depressions as colour drained from the world. The trees were skeletons against the starry sky.
“Now can we taste the sweet bush?”
I’d forgotten her curiosity.
“Sure, there are some buckets over here.” Hector, a farm neighbour, ran a pipeline in the bush, but a few trees weren’t connected and dripped into buckets. Hector had collected that afternoon and most were empty, but I found a tree that had enjoyed the last of the afternoon sun.
“Here’s a good one.” The bucket had an inch of sap in the bottom. I unhooked it from the spile, raised it and swallowed. My mouth was unprepared for the cold shock of sweet sap.
“Let me try.”
She greedily tipped the bucket and spilled most of the sap over her face. She spluttered before swallowing a few mouthfuls.
“Is that it? I thought it was very, very sweet.”
“This is just sap,” I explained. “It takes forty buckets to make one of syrup. Can’t you taste the sweetness?”
She sensuously licked around her mouth.
“Yes,” she said hesitantly, “but it’s not real strong sweetness.”
“I’ll get real syrup in a week or two. Then you’ll find out why it’s special. It’s great on pancakes.”
“So, I come for breakfast again, okay?” She had a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
“Sure,” I said. “Let’s go and get warm.”
My home was a beacon of warmth on the far side of the farm.
“I must pee. You wait?” She saw agreement in my face and added, “I have to go.” I leaned back against a maple trunk. In the twilight she crouched and pulled beneath her skirt as though lowering underwear. Her stream hissed on rock and stone. The forest silence folded back. Her boots scratched on the rock and crunched in the snow.
“Sally gives me pants. She thinks I get too cold without them.” I wondered if Sally’s concern was for Mercedes’ welfare, or whether she was disturbed by a possibility.
We gathered up the tools, ropes and cans and headed for home.
The following Saturday, Sally, Morganna and I bumped our truck down Mercedes’ rutted lane. Nomad and I had delivered the poles the previous Sunday; we’d used the stone boat. Our task for the day was to strip the bark and smooth the poles.
In one week spring had arrived. The breeze now hinted of heat, not arctic air; the sun gave warmth, not just light, and the land strained to thrust out green.
“Hi guys. Everything is ready.” Mercedes had already cut notches in two logs and laid poles across them in readiness. She flashed her usual smile. She was wearing baggy jeans with a scarf as a belt. She was engulfed by a holey sweater and had contained her horsetail of hair beneath another scarf.
“Morning,” Sally said. “Paul’s got tools. I’ve made sandwiches for lunch. This shouldn’t take too long, should it?” She pulled bark from a pole to confirm the ease of the task.
“The canvas is here. I can’t wait.” Mercedes chirped.
I grabbed drawknives, Swede saw, machete and axe from the back of the truck.
“Okay, let’s start.”
I pried bark loose from the thin end of the pole. It pulled away clean, undressing a strip of gleaming trunk. I was encouraged. The job might be finished by lunchtime. The next strip stopped against the nub of a branch. I glanced at the stacked poles and saw hundreds of nubs. My enthusiasm sagged. Mercedes took her hatchet and pushed it under bark and lifted. She beamed until the peeling stalled at another nub.
“We’ll have to cut these. A saw will do it best,” she suggested. I took a Swede saw and cut flush to the trunk. She rubbed her hand over the cut.
“This has to be smooth or it will rub through the canvas.” She looked apologetic for the extra work. I shrugged, sat astride the pole and started with a drawknife. Within minutes I was sweating and took off my jacket. My feet disappeared beneath the shavings. I finished a pole, but Mercedes would only accept perfection and set me to draw-knifing again. The task became daylong drudgery.
Sally did little physical work. She guarded the children, fed us and kept Mercedes and me lubricated with drinks. We laboured, strained, and blistered our hands. Mercedes, despite her small frame, was as willing as an Arabian mare.
By afternoon I was working with rhythm. My arms moved like pistons and gleamed with sweat until they looked like the freshly skinned cedar. The more I inhaled its heady aroma, the more I focused. My reality was smoothing the pole between my legs. A shadow fell across me. I looked up. Mercedes was backing down the pole from the other end. Her rear was only inches from my eyes. Her oversized jeans—she looked like a clown when she stood up—had tightened as she crouched. Every curve of her heart-shaped rear imprinted on my imagination.
My instinct was to fondle her, but before I allowed my hand to move, I heard myself say, “Hey, watch out,” and then I let my hand innocently tap her backside.
“Oh, sorry Paul. I didn’t see you.”
When dusk drew down its blinds, I realized we’d have to finish the next day.
Mercedes and Pedro came back to clean up and stay for supper. I was begrimed with dust. My sweat cooled me on the short drive home. I shivered as the tongues of mist creeping into our valley chilled me. My horses whinnied as they heard my truck. Sally and Morganna went into the house. I went straight to the barn. As I opened the door, a warm ripe cloud of horse breath surrounded my head. I patted Nomad, my big mare, as I watered her.
“Maybe tomorrow we’ll have time together, old girl.”
I welcomed the warmth of wood heat back at the house, laced as it was by the smells of cooking and the distinct tang of fresh coffee. I heard watery noises from our ground floor bathroom and realized I’d lost first place in the bath queue.
I joined Sally in the kitchen.
“Coffee?” she enquired.
“Sure. Is Mercedes in the bath?”
“Yes, with Pedro. She thought she’d nip in while you did the animals. You don’t mind, do you?” As she passed me coffee and sugar, she mockingly raised her nose. “I’m sorry,” she added, and backed theatrically away. “I didn’t realize how much you need a bath.”
I suddenly was aware of my own sour sweat.
“Mercedes was sweaty too. You two worked hard today. Perhaps you foul smelling beasts should bathe together?” I knew she wasn’t serious, but I mischievously accepted her challenge.
“Now there’s a good idea. That’s why we’ve got that enormous tub, isn’t it?” Sally and I often bathed together and our tub was a Victorian claw-foot the size of a ship’s lifeboat.
“Hey, Mercedes, unlock the door. Sally thinks I’m too smelly for her company. She says we’re both so filthy we should bathe together.”
“It’s alright, Mercedes, don’t listen to him. I was only joking.” Sally called out.
“Okay. We’re nearly finished.” She called through the door. “Sorry, Paul. I leave lots of hot water. Our bath not deep enough for you as well,” she added.
I returned to my coffee in the kitchen.
“You shouldn’t have embarrassed her like that. You’re quite incorrigible.”
“What do you mean? Mercedes doesn’t mind.”
“She may not, but I do.” I accepted my reprimand in silence.
Later, Mercedes emerged from the bathroom.
“What smells so good? I’m really hungry.”
“I made a shepherd’s pie this morning. It’s in the oven. It won’t be long. Just time for Paul to have a bath and get cleaned up. He needs it!”
Mercedes and Pedro left shortly after supper. It was a cold night. My wood stoves were turning out comfortable heat. I felt mean seeing them off into the frigid night air.
“See you in the morning. We’ll have that tepee up tomorrow.” I called as she got into her truck.
“God, they shouldn’t be sleeping out,” Sally commented.
“I know, but she’s got loads of blankets and sleeping bags. They’ll be snug.”
Her truck started despite the cold. That was a relief. I relaxed, put my arm around Sally and she nestled into me. I needed time with her and my job left too little. Weekends were precious and Mercedes intruded.
By mid-afternoon on Sunday the poles were smoothed to Mercedes’ satisfaction. We were ready to erect the tepee. We tied nine poles about three feet from the top with a rope. A slack loop held them together. The tail of the rope, about forty feet of it, hung loose.
We erected the poles in a bundle. Mercedes and I steadied them. Sally and the children pulled on the rope to get the poles vertical. Once they were upright, Mercedes left me holding them while she spread them out. They were soon stable and Sally and I helped Mercedes fan out the legs to form a hollow pyramid. Mercedes left space for two extra poles, where she wanted the door.
She’d stowed her canvas under old tarps. We unrolled it on the smoothest, driest ground and laced each end to the two extra poles. We then rolled one pole toward the other, making an enormous, cream roll of canvas. It took all of our effort to grunt it over to the structure.
“Now, we have to raise both poles. We put the top of this”—she pointed to the empty pole laced to the canvas—“through the rope loop. Then we’ll unwind the other. Okay?” I wasn’t sure where she’d done her research but I could see the idea should work. I just doubted whether we could raise these canvas heavy poles, and insert one into the rope loop.
“Make sure the poles don’t slide,” I instructed her. I went down to the thin end of the poles, lifted the bundle and tried to raise it by walking under it. I was halfway down the poles before I was sure my back would break. Mercedes tried to help, but was too short to take much weight. Sally was terrified for the kids and kept yelling.
“Don’t come near. Keep over there. It might fall!”
The closer we got to the vertical, the easier the weight; the ground took most of it. Mercedes and I tried to put the end of the pole into the loop, but couldn’t exert pressure from below and repeatedly missed.
“Let’s lean it against the poles.” I urged. “We can’t keep this up. We’ve been struggling with the weight for ten minutes.”
“Yeah,” said Mercedes. “Let’s take a break.”
We rested the poles in the nest of pole-tops and breathed in relief as the structure remained standing.
We had sore hands and leaden limbs. I sat on the grass and surveyed the problem. Mercedes was eager to erect her tepee.
“Come on you guys, we can do it. It’ll be easy this time.”
“Let’s think for a minute. We’re all tired. That roll is too heavy to guide over our heads.” I wasn’t moving until we’d come up with a solution. Mercedes pouted and looked to Sally for support but didn’t get any.
Looking at the cone of poles, I eventually saw an answer. If we unwound a little of the canvas, but kept it resting on the poles, we’d only have one pole to place in the loop. I explained and we tried it. We easily put one pole into the loop, and then unwound the canvas over the other poles until we were back at the entrance. Then we slide the last pole into the loop. It was easy. The tepee was up.
It took another hour to spread the legs so the canvas wasn’t wrinkled, to peg the canvas at the base and install the smoke flap poles, but finally the tepee was complete. The kids caught the enchantment of the conical space, and while I hacked out a central fire pit, they gathered stones to line it.
Mercedes spread thick cedar boughs and then put old carpets over them. I lit a small fire and after a round of self-congratulation, we mutely sprawled on our backs, gazing skyward in this conical temple as the smoke escaped through the flaps.
The tepee bewitched us. We marveled in reverent silence as though admiring the nave of a cathedral. It was more secure than a womb. The quiet creek gurglings, the sighing wind, the crackle of twigs in the fire were its melodic accompaniment. Finally, Mercedes broke the spell.
“Now, I can play hostess,” she proudly announced and produced a metal tripod that she’d put together from scraps of iron and fencing wire. From it she suspended a kettle and promised hot tea.
“I’ll get more wood; that kettle will never boil in that smudge fire.” I gathered the driest wood from under the nearby trees. As I turned, I was mesmerized by her giant shadow on the tepee walls. It cast her as a colossus from another world.
We quickly had a roaring blaze. Mercedes hung a blanket over the door; she was too tired to lace the canvas flap into place but it was soon cozy inside.
“The lining is still being stitched, but I’m going to put it up this week. The Indians stuffed leaves between the lining and the tepee for warmth. I’ll do that too.”
We enjoyed her hospitality until the fire was brighter than the twilight of stars. Later, a thin crescent of moon rose and smiled on her new home.
I’d hoped that our life would return to normal once Mercedes had her tepee. She didn’t have a bath, but used the creek. She had plans for an outhouse. She had a well in her clearing and plenty of wood. She should have been set. I was away all week at my job, and as Sally had been disparaging about Mercedes’ muddled life, I didn’t expect her to become more firmly planted in ours. But Sally and Mercedes exchanged babysitting, went together on shopping trips and shared chores. They worked together on our large garden. It got bigger with Mercedes’ help, and it was agreed she share the spoils.
They both tied their hair in scarves and both wore loose clothes. In the kitchen I’d come up behind Sally, who was wearing her favourite dress, and hug her suggestively, only to find it was Mercedes, who then laughed outrageously. It seemed they borrowed each other’s clothes to deliberately confuse me. They became almost interchangeable as the mistress of the house. A joke Sally shared.
Mercedes didn’t focus just on Sally. She learned the jobs I planned for weekends and ensured she was available. I had a companion on construction projects, the barn extension, the chicken house, the pigpens, timber felling, wood collecting, plowing and barn chores. As a worker she was tireless, as a companion she was helpful and as a friend she was fun. She’d even surprise me and muck out the barn during the week. Slowly I dismissed my lingering annoyance over her intrusions and borrowings—this proved to be easy as she won my gratitude with her hard work—but she also delighted my eye.
She lost visitor status in our house and became a non-resident fixture. I got used to her in our country kitchen. If Sally went to the city for a day, I’d often find Mercedes in charge of the children and preparing the evening meal when I got home.
As summer progressed and the humidity increased, Sally and Mercedes took the children swimming at Flat Rock in the nearby Dundalk River. They made daily excursions. Sally had told me about their trips, but I hadn’t paid much attention. But one Saturday afternoon, with my chores almost up to date, Sally suggested a swim. I’d been fencing one of the small meadows, or rather repairing the fence, because Nomad had crashed a section of old snake rail fencing. I’d spent hours splitting new rails, re-installing them and wiring them together. I was dripping with sweat. A swim, even in a cool creek, was a refreshing idea.
In moments, we collected bundles of towels and a bag of toiletries and bumped over to Mercedes place. Sally wouldn’t dream of swimming without seeing if she wanted to come.
Mercedes hadn’t civilized the approach to her place. It was a misnomer to refer to the ruts weaving between the trees as a driveway. It was a track. The only hint of her tepee from the road was a thin wisp of smoke curling above the trees.
Her clearing was barely open to the muggy breeze. It was a heat sink. Yet the tepee looked white and cool. Smoke drifted from it. Her truck was there. She was home and emerged from the tepee.
“We’re going swimming. Want to come?” Sally called.
“Sure, hold on a minute.” She grabbed towels off the line, hoisted Pedro into the back of the truck and jumped in. There wasn’t room to turn, so I reversed down the track. We made it to the road despite Mercedes shrieks of warning, wild arm gestures and needless directing.
Flat Rock was only minutes away, but the dust on the dirt roads billowed like a sandstorm.
“Now I really need a swim,” Mercedes complained good-naturedly.
“You’ll have to drive slow going back, Paul.”
“Sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t realize the dust was this bad.” Mercedes looked like she’d been powdered with beige talc. I was damp with sweat and the dust stuck. I had a sour taste in my mouth and an irritation in my nose. My hair was encrusted.
“We have got shampoo, haven’t we?” I asked Sally.
“Yes, it’s in the bag you’re carrying.”
Only locals used Flat Rock and rarely this early in the summer. The absence of parked cars ensured our privacy.
The river sparkled in the sun, but the path, through shrubs and stunted trees, was squeezy with mud and hot even in shade. We slapped at the mosquitoes, squashed black smudges onto our skin, but sometimes we’d be too late and the black smudge had a blood red centre and left an itch. Flat Rock was open to the sun, but also open to the zephyr of a breeze that accompanied the restless rivers flow. It was fairly bug free. Mosquitoes couldn’t endure the hard light of sun.
Pedro and Morganna ran ahead as the vanguard. They were first on the rock, first stripped and first in the water. Flat rock protruded into the river, which flowed around it. Downstream, a large pool made for safe swimming and the water was clear, the gravel small and pebbly underfoot.
I was in the rear, laden with towels, drinks and spare clothes. The mosquitoes attacked my bare legs, arms, face and neck. I needed an extra hand to swat them. I was dying to get in the water. Sally and Mercedes walked onto the rock, peeled off their clothes and then like polished kingfishers dove into the stream.
I’d intended to swim in my shorts. Sally and I had often swum nude, but I hadn’t expected Mercedes to share our experience. I felt a small charge of excitement. Mercedes had the intimate run of our house but she protected her modesty. She was quite unlike Sally’s visiting girl friends. In the blissful domesticity of our house, they’d appear in carelessly opening housecoats, or barge into our bedroom in bra and panties, or emerge from the bathroom barely concealed by a tiny towel. If they excused this exhibition, they usually claimed inadvertence.
“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were here, Paul.” Or, as a gaping housecoat exposed breast or thigh, they’d nervously smile and say, “Sorry, I’m not used to having my morning coffee with men around. I never get dressed on weekends before noon.”
This wasn’t in Mercedes’ vocabulary. I’d wondered if, being Spanish, she was shackled with a prudish code of Catholicism, for she treated me more like a brother and didn’t seem to deliberately tease with her charms.
They surfaced together and swam towards the rock, then Sally shouted.
“Come on in, you slowpoke. The water’s great.”
I leisurely removed my clothes. I hesitated at my shorts, but took them off and waded into the river. I gasped. It still held the memory of the spring thaw.
I heard their giggles. Sally spoke quietly to Mercedes, but clearly enough for me to hear. “Did you see it shrink when he got in?”
I glared at Sally. The women laughed. I gritted my teeth and lunged into the water. It fluidly caressed my skin. I surfaced, swam out to feel the strength of the stream and then turned towards the rock. Sally and Mercedes were in the shallows, shampoo in hand, washing each other’s hair. I watched, realizing their ritual was as old as time. They were nymphs bathing in the woods, giggling and laughing together as have bathers through every age of history.
They were the same height, but Sally was more generously fleshed than the thin wand of Mercedes, yet both had wide hips. Sally’s sunburn paled against Mercedes copper skin. Sally had long dark curly hair, Mercedes a black horse-tail to her waist. Sally shaved and trimmed her body hair but Mercedes was as nature intended. A dense jungle sprouted from below her navel and spread into her crotch. Dark hairs adorned her arms and legs and she had tufts under her arms. Sally’s breasts were buoyant as she swam. Mercedes barely swelled from her chest and reminded me of poached eggs.
We sprawled on the warm rock as carefree as children, the sun slowly evaporated the water pearls on our skin and I noticed how Mercedes’ fleece sparkled like a jeweled garland. I hadn’t expected our nudity to be so unassuming; our conversations were as natural as if we’d been clothed. But her body was a magnet, always drawing my eyes to her. I got up and joined the kids at the water’s edge.
“What’s that?” said Pedro, pointing with his stick.
“It’s a chrysalis,” I replied. “It’ll be a big bug soon.” Pedro looked at me in disbelief.
“When?”
“In a few weeks. The bugs hatch out each summer. That’s nature’s way.”
“Where did it come from?”
“Well, the egg was laid last summer. This one will hatch out and lay its eggs this summer.”
“What will it look like?”
“Insects have lots of legs and usually a big head. Their body is in two parts, a thorax and an abdomen. I don’t know what type this’ll be. It could be a dragonfly, or maybe a beetle. Why don’t you ask Mercedes if you can take it home? If you keep it in a damp jar until it hatches, you’ll find out. When it does hatch we can look at it through my magnifying glass. Bugs look scary; their mouths are almost as big as their heads. They look almost prehistoric.”
Pedro cupped the pupa in his hands and showed Mercedes.
“Dad, find me one. I want to take one home.”
“Sure, let’s find another pool.” The riverbank was dotted with pools, evidence of higher spring flow. I found Morganna her own bug to hatch. Once shown, she quickly gathered a variety of types.
“They’re not coming in the house. You’ll have to keep them on the porch, or in the woodshed,” Sally admonished. Morganna looked crestfallen.
“That’s okay, they’re better outside. They need the sun. The porch will be ideal.” Morganna was relieved by my comments and happily skipped away.
“Quite the encouragement for our young biologist,” I said quietly to Sally.
“Oh, I’m sorry, but you know I hate creepy-crawlies, especially in the house.” She greeted them with screams. I’d removed or killed hundreds in our old home. I didn’t feel good about it. They’d been resident longest.
“Pedro! Come brush my hair,” Mercedes commanded. Pedro was searching the mud for more bugs and looked displeased to be so summoned.
“I’ll do it,” shouted Morganna.
Mercedes handed her the brush. Morganna vigorously attacked her hair, pulling hard when the brush tangled. Mercedes whimpered.
“Gentle with the brush,” Sally advised. “You don’t want to pull out Mercedes’ hair, do you?”
“No, but it’s harder than your curly hair. I thought it’d be easy ’cos it’s straight,” Morganna petulantly replied. She persisted for about five minutes, accompanied by Mercedes’ moans. Then she lost interest and joined Pedro. Sally was brushing her own long hair; it was her glory.
Mercedes thrust her brush at me.
“Will you do it? When it’s this long and thick it takes lots of brushing.” When Sally and I had first been in love, I’d often brushed her hair. My delight had lasted until Morganna’s birth, when time pressure curtailed mutual grooming. I glanced at Sally, seeking her approval, but her face was hidden under her hair and she made no comment.
“Okay,” I said. Mercedes sat on my towel between my open legs. I saw that her nipples were erect, but put that down to the cold water and afternoon heat.
Personal space is a no-trespass zone. Its sanctity is defiled in city subways and busy elevators but is normally inviolate. Only siblings, parents, children and lovers invade another’s space.
Mercedes sat in mine.
The bony tips of her spine peeked out under her hair, before smoothing into the valley between her cheeks. I was very aware of her golden body.
I took handfuls of her shiny black hair and brushed gently. I started at the ends and slowly moving closer to her scalp.
“You’ve done this before,” she murmured appreciatively.
“He’s good. Look out, Sally, I might keep him.”
“Thanks, but I’m not available.” Sally and Mercedes exchanged a look that I couldn’t translate, but I knew better than to get in their crossfire and remained silent.
Mercedes’ heavy, glossy hair dried in the sun as I brushed it. Individual strands stirred in the slight breeze, or maybe my own breath roused the filaments, I was not sure. Her hair was smooth and caressed my fingers. I was mesmerized by the rhythm of brushing, stoned on the sunlight playing on her skin and aroused by her warm proximity. She radiated into my stomach; I inhaled her pure sweat and clean fragrant hair. I felt a growing, dizzying sense of primordial power; it grew in strength until I felt I was connected to a power grid. I became instinctual as though I’d reopened my Neolithic history and was re-living tribal memory. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I wanted to indulge her with more than grooming, wanted to caress her, know her, and be with her. I was my primal shadow. I was my feral self.
But then, a thudding guillotine, weighted with morality, polished by civilization and honed by convention, castrated my impulse. For just a flash in time, I’d felt primal life.
I gave her back her brush.
“It’s done. It’s tangle free!”
“Thanks, Paul. That was so strange, I felt like you were a dominant ape grooming me. It felt wonderful.”
“Hah, but I’m not a monkey,” I flippantly replied. Her reply astonished me. She was so attuned to what I’d felt. I wandered over to Pedro and Morganna who were stirring a muddy pool with sticks. Had I experienced my Neolithic archetype resurrecting needs that pre-dated original sin? Had we touched telepathically? Had we shared a synchronous daydream? Did Mercedes know what we’d shared? Why hadn’t I asked her? My mind rioted with questions for which I found no answers, because this truth wouldn’t be nailed down.
One Saturday, early in summer, I went to Mercedes’ place to get back my saw. I nosed my truck into her clearing and stopped. I couldn’t see her, but then she stood up in her tiny garden. She was naked, except for earth on her knees.
“Hi, Paul. What brings you here?” She also wore an impudent smile.
“I came for my saw. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“Oh, yes. I should cover me.” She accepted an impropriety in the situation and sauntered into her tepee. She reappeared, wearing a long smock, and carrying my saw.
“Thanks for letting me use it. I’m not finished so I’d love it back?”
“No problem. I’ll be finished with it tomorrow. Come over and get it. How are your plants doing?”
She wrinkled her nose in disgust.
“There’s no soil here, and little sun. I think I waste my time. Your garden is good.”
“Thanks to you and Sally. It wasn’t as good last year. I tilled in manure last fall and again this spring. This year we’ll have too much produce.”
“I know you let me share, but I want my own garden, a good one.”
“You have to build up your soil. It doesn’t happen overnight.”
“Ahh, another job. I have so many plans. It all takes too long.”
The edges of her clearing had become storage for the materials she’d scrounged for her planned cabin. Her latest prize, a porcelain toilet, stood alone in the centre of the clearing.
“Oh, Paul, can you help move it? It’s heavy. I don’t want to drag it. I can’t lift it myself.”
I switched off my truck.
“Where do you want it?”
“There near the sink.” She pointed to a large trough with slab sides and finely crazed porcelain: it was big enough to serve a castle.
We each grabbed a side and lifted. Her loose caftan spilled open and my eyes explored the valley between her breasts and into her shadows. Then we straightened up. It was an easy lift. I realized that a glimpse under her clothes held greater mystery for me than her unclothed body. My opinion of her shifted slightly.
She collected building materials from the old-timers. They seemed ashamed of their failure to sustain their forefathers’ prosperity and welcomed an ally. They pressed materials on her. The huge barns, monuments to past productivity, stood unused and unrepaired. Church halls moldered in silence and were swept out only for Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving and Halloween. The families who survived in mixed farming had become victims of competitive markets that shriveled their profits, and they still fought the forest soil depletion that had lowered yields within a century of settlement. These survivors sent their wives to work in the nearby textile mills, and their farm produce became life’s bonus.
“You’ll have to stop collecting. You have just about everything you need!” I said as I surveyed used timbers, planks, windows, roofing, concrete blocks, slabs of squared stone, an old staircase, used bricks, and one steel girder.
She laughed. “No, no. I not ready to build. Who knows what comes along I can use? I keep looking. Everything I find, I keep. I want a bath. A big one like yours. Know where to find one?”
I shook my head. “If I hear, I’ll let you know.”
Mercedes would find a free tub, whilst I’d only hear of those for sale. The market for old baths, especially by city re-modelers, was very competitive.
“Well, I’d better be going. I’ve got jobs to do.”
“Can’t you stay for tea?”
“I’d love to, but I’m too busy. If we go swimming, I’ll see you later.”
“Okay. Maybe later?”
I backed my truck towards the road. Mercedes stood alone in her clearing. She waved as I retreated into the tunnel of trees.
I was puzzled. She must have heard my truck. I was sure if any other truck had driven in, she’d have vanished into her tepee, but she’d chosen to remain a creature of the elements tending her garden.
My opinion of her shifted again, just slightly.
“Did you know Mercedes doesn’t wear clothes around her place?” I said to Sally when I got home.
“Oh, and how did you find that out?”
“I drove down her drive and she was nude in that vegetable patch of hers.”
Sally laughed. “That must have been a surprise. I always sound my horn to let her know it’s me. I’ve forgotten a couple of times and she’s scrambled to put on a dress. It’s strange she didn’t hear your truck.”
“Yeah, I was damned surprised.”
“Well, she’s been swimming with us; she’s not a new sight for you. Maybe she recognized your truck and just didn’t bother.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
As summer got hotter the locals came to Flat Rock, and to them nudity signified promiscuity. Sally and Mercedes couldn’t stand the leers that stalked them but were still determined to swim. They found other places.
If I went swimming with Sally, Mercedes and the children, I became their target. Morganna and Pedro had started it all by splashing me. I’d splashed back. They’d quickly lost their fear of splashing duels. But Sally and Mercedes joined forces to duck me. If I were floating on my back, lost in thought, they’d jump me and push me under.
In defense, I hunted them, though it was rare for me to get just one alone in the water. They stayed together and were suspicious if I even swam near. However, if I was careful, I discovered that Mercedes’ rhythmic breaststroke allowed me to grab her ankle and yank her under. Sally swam crawl and, with legs kicking near the surface, was much more difficult.
At one swim I remember, Mercedes was alone in the water. I dived and swam deep until she was above me.
I exploded to the surface, bear hugged her and pushed her under. Her body was wiry and hard; her nipples arrow points against my chest, her pubic jungle and flailing legs trapped my sex against hers. The touch was charged. I released her as though she stung like an eel. She surfaced and splashed me with deluge after angry deluge. I don’t think she was furious at the ducking, but seething that I’d found, however inadvertently, her openness to me. I hadn’t admitted, even to myself, my fascination. I liked our familiarity but hadn’t thought the attraction was dangerous. I’d never dreamed with Mercedes, and our shared time was time devoted to tasks, not each other. I enjoyed working with her, and was disappointed if I didn’t see her but I was devoted to Sally.
The incident didn’t alter our behaviour—our water fights persisted—but I shifted my opinion of her, just slightly.
However, I’ll always remember one Sunday afternoon when Mercedes’ truck clattered into our yard.
“Are you guys swimming this afternoon?” That question had loitered in my mind since Sally left for the city earlier in the day. I often swam on Sunday afternoons, but while my swimming always included Sally, it didn’t always include Mercedes.
“Sally’s in town. It’s just Morganna and me.”
“I know. Sally told me. Want to go swimming, Morganna?”
“Oh, yes. Daddy, can we go, can we?” Morganna chirped excitedly.
A daughter’s disappointment is extremely forceful. It removed my hesitation.
“Where do you want to go?”
“Well, if you’ve done your jobs, we’ve got the afternoon. We could take food to Horne’s Lake. Nobody goes there. We’ll bring the kids back for a late supper.”
“Okay, give us a few minutes.”
“You get clothes and towels, I’ll get your food and drinks; I’ve got our food.”
Horne’s Lake wasn’t a local, or regular, swimming hole, but it had a sand beach and deep water for swimming. The long walk in on deer trail and its distance from habitation guaranteed seclusion.
We took my truck. Mercedes and the kids rode in the box. Their giggles and squeals filtered into the cab, but I couldn’t hear words. I wondered whether she’d suggested Horne’s Lake for its privacy or merely invited me because I’d volunteer my truck. She was always short of money for gas. Or, and I didn’t even want to think this, did she have another motive? I dampened my suspicions by telling myself she was one of Sally’s best friends and I could trust her intentions, but my doubts rose like the dust in the road.
Finally, I turned off the concession road and bumped into the tiny car park. The trees screened the sun. Another truck was parked in the shade.
“Damn,” said Mercedes. “We have company.”
“Do you have swim things?”
“No. I’ll swim in my shorts and top. I won’t be a peepshow.”
I had on shorts and wasn’t bothered.
“Come on, keep up,” she yelled at Pedro. She wore a scowling mask and strode like a determined soldier. She was so intent on locating the intruders, she failed to notice the tiny purple orchids and wintergreen underfoot. I followed. Sunlight splattered on her golden legs. Her hips rocked hypnotically. Her hair bobbed like a horse’s tail. She ensnared my eyes until I tripped over a root. That released them. Pedro and Morganna, their voices echoing in the empty forest, had scuttled ahead of Mercedes’ mood.
They dumped their shoes and towels and were wading in the water when I followed Mercedes onto the beach. The lake was empty, apart from the shimmering, zipping and hovering dragonflies.
Horne’s Lake is a teardrop of water hidden among the hills and buried in the forest. We were alone. I kicked off my sandals and hopped quickly off the hot beach to put my bag in the shade. I heard a vehicle’s chatter in the distance and the ebbing of its sound. Mercedes put back her smile and spread out her towel.
“I’m going to cook, then I swim,” she announced. She peeled off her clothes and laid on her towel, face-up.
“Hey kids,” I called, “come and get your clothes off. You’ll get them all wet.”
They dutifully returned and shed their own shorts and shirts, before bounding back into the water, kicking and splashing as they went. I pulled off my shirt, but retained my cut-off jeans. I watched Pedro and Morganna. Their childish bodies hardly showed gender difference; their giggles and squeals were barely distinguishable. The conventions of gender had not yet crashed into their innocent world.
“Morganna, see all the dragonflies?” She nodded. “Remember the pupae you had? They were dragonflies.” We’d released her dragonflies onto our small pond. She’d been thrilled to watch them unfold into another life.
“There’s so many. There’s so many colours,” she said, as she watched the brilliant flashes skimming the water. “Can we catch some? They’re so pretty.”
“No, they eat mosquitoes. We need all the dragonflies we can get.” Morganna nodded a solemn acknowledgement. She’d suffered too many bites to have sympathy with mosquitoes.
I needed time to think about the situation I was in and got up to explore the lake. Mercedes looked over. She was cooking nicely. A bead of perspiration had run down the valley between her breasts and stalled on her stomach.
“Where you going?”
“Just to explore. The kids alright with you for a bit?”
“Sure. I’ll watch them.”
I glanced at the far shore. Almost hidden in the shade, a heron was arched, waiting to strike.
“Hey kids,” I whispered. “Look over there.” I pointed to the heron whose colour and stillness guaranteed invisibility. Then the neck dipped like lightning; the heron upended its bill and swallowed its first course.
It waggled its neck again, and then moved, like a middle-aged swimmer testing the water, to another pool.
“How do you see it? It is so still.” Mercedes asked.
“I don’t know. I just looked because that’s a heron’s fishing place. I felt it might be there and it was.”
She looked at me with disbelief. “You pull my leg?”
I shook my head. We’d worked often enough in the bush together for her to know that I’d make her listen to calls. I’d identify birds and point them out. We watched the heron. The neck streaked again. It consumed its second course.
“He got another one.” Pedro shouted. The heron cast a superior glance in our direction, as though Pedro had disturbed its fishing, then spread the wealth of its wings, beat across the lake, climbed over the trees and disappeared.
“That’s the closest relative to the pterodactyl. Can you imagine one of those with a twenty-foot wingspan?”
“That would be terrifying,” she said.
I walked off the beach, re-inserting my feet into sandals as I went. The lakeside was littered with giant stepping-stones of granite. I was happy to clamber over them rather than risk the squadrons of mosquitoes lurking in the trees. Sunfish were idly swimming and sunbathing between the rocks. As the children’s squeals receded, I heard the hollow tap of a woodpecker, then another more distant. The forest was almost silent. There was no bird song. Perhaps it’s siesta time, I thought. The insects took over the afternoon with their buzzing and droning of wings. There were no fish circles, despite bugs on the water. It looked like a perfect fish feeding time, but the fish remained in deeper water.
I settled astride a rock, removed my sandals and dropped my feet into the water. The cold made my ankles tingle. The light was blinding. It reflected off leaves. I knew the leaves were green, but they looked white hot. They hung their heads limply in the heat. Yet their shade was the green of a forest, so thick it looked as if it could be cut into slabs and sold in an Arab market place. “Here, a slice of genuine Canadian forest air.”
The lake was glassy. Tiny water boatmen, their thin bodies held off the water by stilt-like legs, crazed the skin of the lake. The water looked like clear jello that could support anything. I moved my feet; the boatmen weathered the waves and resumed their progress. Even the air was too lazy to move. Perspiration formed freshets on my skin. The rock was hot on my legs and my rear. The muggy summer was insisting I swim away the sweat.
I’d been avoiding Mercedes. Sally and I had worked hard and long for our dream and we’d never written a part for Mercedes. I took comfort in that thought and headed back to the beach.
Mercedes was still sunning, although she’d turned over. She looked up and smiled.
“We were lonely without you.”
“I need to swim.” I smiled back.
I wriggled out of my shorts and underpants, very conscious of Mercedes’ scrutiny. I waded out to the kids, who splashed me and then demanded to be pulled through the water. I gave Morganna the first turn, but then alternated between the two until I thought my arms would come unglued. Finally, despite their disappointed squawks, I waded into deeper water and started across the lake. It was seventy yards to the other shore. Halfway across I turned on my back to float. Mercedes’ towel was empty and I couldn’t see her.
Suddenly, my rump was pinched and Mercedes erupted in a fountain beside me. She laughed and swam away. I quickly outpaced her with my crawl. As I drew alongside, I placed a hand on her head and pushed down. She took a deep breath and went under. Her jungle-dark ravine and the full moons of her buttocks almost grazed my face, before sliding beneath the water. She’d duck-dived.
Without the safety valve of Sally, I was out of my depth. I swam to shore and lay on my towel to dry. I heard her towing the children. The swim had cooled me but thoughts of Mercedes heated me up. I closed my eyes and drifted.
A shadow fell across me.
“Don’t sleep. It’s time to eat.” A glistening wet Mercedes spread the groundsheet and got the food from the rocks.
“Hey, wanna eat?” I invited the kids.
“Not yet.”
“In a few minutes,” they replied.
“Don’t leave it too long. I’m awful hungry. I’ll eat the lot!”
That enticed them. They cheerfully parked themselves on the sheet and inspected the packages. Mercedes playfully slapped their hands. “Wait a minute.”
But she was too late; they grabbed the grapes and turned away to protect their treasure. I helped her open the sandwiches, unpack the fruit and unwrap cheese. She squatted rather than sat. Her wet hair, a shining black snake down her back, dribbled water between her cheeks where it disappeared. I finally sat opposite.
She smiled. “We’ve lost the grapes. What you gonna have?”
“I’ll start with bread and cheese. What’s in the sandwiches?” A droplet of water clung to the end of her left nipple. I waited for it to fall, but it liked its place and stayed.
“Peanut butter, egg and avocado. That I have first.”
She attacked her sandwich and green avocado squeezedout at each bite. She sucked the overflow into her mouth.
Experts say that males think about sex several times every minute, females less frequently. I’ve never found comfort in statistics. I don’t feel like one, but as I chewed on Sally’s bread and munched chunks of cheese, I tried to avoid studying her sex, a bearded mouth between her thighs. The suggestion of her silky lips imprinted on my mind.
“What is there to drink?” My mouth was dry and made Sally’s bread difficult to swallow.
“There’s juice for the kids, but we have wine.” She got the bottle from the rocks. It was red wine. Mercedes’ frugality did not normally allow wine. I swigged gratefully. Mercedes sat down, cross-legged this time, releasing my eyes from temptation.
“What you want now?”
“Let me try an egg sandwich.” I handed her the wine. She tipped the bottle greedily. It glugged several times. She wiped her lips. The wine made them very red.
“I like Spanish wines. I miss them. Here, they are expensive. In Spain, they are cheap.”
“All wine is expensive here. Wines are heavy with taxes.” She laughed and proffered the sandwich bag. I pulled out an egg sandwich built with Mercedes’ primitive, coarse bread. It was bread that was heavy and dense with grain, with no air in its leavening, misshapen.
“Have you worked the kinks out of that fireside oven yet?”
“No. My bread won’t rise like Sally’s and I have to turn it in the oven. The heat is uneven. But I learn.” She’d acquired a Dutch oven that she sat on the edge of her fire pit, partially over the coals. It was basic, like her.
We ate our way through the sandwiches, finally feasting on the fruit. The peaches were juicy, and with their downy skin, comforting to touch. The wine bottle passed back and forth. As it emptied I found myself boldly appraising Mercedes. She returned my gaze. Her eyes had their own appetite.
The kids dribbled peach juice from their noses to their navels but splashed themselves clean in the lake. I was hot, and although I didn’t have energy for swimming, I waded in and floated. Mercedes packed away the food. The wine bottle remained upright on the groundsheet. As she came into the water, I waded out. I splashed her vigorously. She splashed back. The kids joined in. Soon we were drowning in moist dense air. I laughed, escaped to my towel and lay face down. The brilliant sun reflected off the bleached sand, even the dark rocks glittered. I closed my eyes. In moments the sun seduced me and the world receded. I was virtually asleep.
Streams of cold water suddenly hit my back. I saw three grinning faces, guiltily holding empty plastic bags. I jumped up and grabbed Morganna and Pedro, one under each arm, and marched into the water. There I dropped them. They howled in glee. Then I turned to shore. The beach was empty. I returned to the groundsheet, swigged on the last of the wine and called.
“I’ll get you, you witch.”
I heard a chuckle and crept towards it. The stony ground was hard on my feet, but I was a silent stalker. I got close enough to hear her breathing, sprang around the tree and lifted her off the ground. She squealed.
“Now, I’ve got you.”
“What you do with me?”
“Wait and see.”
I carried her to the beach. She didn’t resist, in fact, her arms circled my neck.
I waded into deep water, past the children who, delighted at seeing the instigator caught, were jumping up and down. I waded into much deeper water. Mercedes eyes searched my soul.
“What are we doing?” I asked, finally breaking our silence.
“I don’t know. These are strange waters. I haven’t swum them before.” Her body was warm, her breath sighed on my libido. I dropped her in the water and retreated to my towel.
We left soon after that.
When we got back, Sally was already home. She greeted us from the porch. She hugged Morganna with enthusiasm.
“So, you went swimming. Did you have a good time?”
“Oh yes. We really got Daddy when he was asleep. Mercedes showed us how plastic bags hold water. Daddy threw us in the water. He had to hunt for Mercedes but he got her too.”
“Wow, that sounds exciting.” She smiled quizzically at me, but didn’t say more.
I turned, not west into the dipping sun, but east and followed my shadow. Noiseless bats and stunting swallows streaked across a star pricked sky. I waded through soupy air and thigh-high hay but skirted the bush to avoid the blood-hungry mosquitoes. Only when I finally dropped onto the dirt road did I admit where I was going. I hoped Mercedes would be home.
My dog, Archie, his tongue a pink python sliding between open jaws, panted as we walked. Our steps made dust puddles on the road. The light dwindled.
I hesitated at her driveway. It was a shadowy tunnel snaking through the trees. Archie looked up at me questioningly. He knew Mercedes’ drive. I don’t know whether he recognized that I was on the brink of a chasm, that if I continued down this path, I might not find my way back. The honourable part of me was secretly hoping that she wouldn’t be at home but my impulsive side knew it was unlikely.
“Okay Archie, let’s go.” The scouting mosquitoes, alert to our scent, buzzed in our ears and attacked. I slapped and killed them, Archie whimpered helplessly. Their onslaught eased in the clearing. White smoke spiraled from her tepee. I was relieved; she was home. My mouth was parched; I told myself it was the dust and heat, but it was equally nervousness.
I called out timidly, “Anyone home?” Mercedes’ figure loomed over me as her tall shadow darkened the canvas. She loomed larger than the thoughts of her that filled in my mind. Then she opened the flap.
“Who’s there?”
“It’s me. I was walking Archie. Thought I’d drop by.”
“Oh, everything okay?”
“Yes, just a social call.”
“Come in quick. Get out of the bugs.” she urged.
I stepped in to share her hearth and crossed a border. Mercedes’ smile cut the veil of smoke and reassured me. I didn’t stay long; time for her to make tea over the smudge fire, whisper to each other—Pedro was asleep—and for her to invite me again.
I floated home to a serenade of creaking frogs. The stars above were soft in the hazed sky. Fireflies, flared like illicit smokers in the dark field. The whippoorwills might have been chanting, ‘P-o-o-r Paul,’ but I delighted in their lament. In the muggy dark, the thin wind dried my forehead as quickly as Mercedes smile had settled my unease. My feet were fixed in earth, my eyes were fixed on stars and my mind hovered between. I felt like a child of the universe, in awe of the world; I felt like I’d just discovered the dancing curtain of the Northern Lights.
My visit set a precedent. Her oil lamps and firelight attracted me like a moth to her flame. Archie and I often visited in the evenings. She always sat cross-legged. She looked soft and submissive as the tongues of light licked her, but I knew looks belied her truth.
She lived as if corporate activity had ceased; hydro wires had stopped humming and oil never burned. In a few months she demonstrated what few beansprouters ever achieved. Her frugal life reproached them. Some maligned her motives, but to me, her simplicity, like unadorned truth, had inherent grace.
“How can you know warmth, if you’ve never known cold? How can you love eating if you’ve never known hunger?” were her favourite questions. She lived in her canvas cocoon as though limiting the trace of her passage through life. She was an inspiration.
She lived more simply than most beansprouters, who were urban migrants. Most beansprouters dressed in jeans, loose pants, embroidered shirts, skirts and boleros. They let their hair grow long and free, and the men let their beards grow, too. To the locals they were unmistakable as hippies, but their appearance was an expression of freedom, not of revolution. They’d been managers and professionals in urban life. They’d forsaken a society crumbling under its weight of atomic scares, urban congestion, corporate greed and decadent consumerism. They’d fled the cities in a significant brain drain. They weren’t anarchists, because democracy had given them a vote, but they discovered that their ballots made no difference. Their creativity and passion for life had never been challenged when they had worked as wage slaves in hallowed office towers with rewards of designer clothes, new cars and winter vacations. They sought a life where they could become whom they imagined. The ghosts of their previous lives—the skirts, blouses, and business suits—hung like empty vessels in the backs of their closets.
But the beansprouters hadn’t come to an empty valley. The dour-faced and flint-hard descendants of highland pioneers, who’d struggled in the valley for generations, were already part of its web. When a cold snap plunged the thermometer to unseen depths, a local farmer took his tractor battery into his house overnight and boosted everyone the next day, including me. When I admired the lush fruit trees of late summer, another neighbour cautioned, “We’re in for a deep winter. It’s always the same when there’s lots o’ fruit.”
The land had become part of the locals’ spirit.
The locals affectionately called Mercedes “that fey Spanish lass,” and she soaked up their welcome. She was wide-eyed and inquisitive and recognized qualities in everyone. She wanted to savour feelings, stand inside heads, and experience others’ thinking, though sometimes she offended those who felt she mined their privacy.
“Do you know the Miller brothers?” she asked me one evening.
“Ian and Edwin,” I enquired, “from Downbrook?”
“Yes. I went to see their farm. It’s so old, but they keep it neat. There were three brothers, but one died. He must have done the cleaning; the house is messy.”
“You were brave to go. Sally hates them. She complains of their gawking in the village. Sally’s friends all complain. They’re convinced that Ian and Edwin are perverts. I’ve heard them say, ‘Those Miller brothers are dirty old men. Did you see them looking at us in town the other day. They give me the creeps.’ ‘They’re a couple of crazy coons. They just live for their damned horses. They’re sitting on a potful of money and won’t get hydro. They always look at us weird.’”
Mercedes laughed. “They’re not perverts. They’re old bachelors. They’ve each got seventy years of curiosity in their looking. Sally and her friends never wear bras, never wear underskirts . . . you know what I mean?”
“Petticoats?” I volunteered.
“Yes. They stared at me at first, but it didn’t last. They go to church every Sunday. They live for their horses and their farm. They’ve only been out of this county twice. They don’t have electricity, they cook on an old wood stove. They’re good cooks. They have cupboards full of preserves. They use wild plants in salad, they don’t use sugar, they make maple syrup to keep them sweet. They sell some too. They can barely hobble around, Ian uses a walking stick. They’ve got beautiful horses. Ian looks after them. He feeds, waters and brushes them every day. They’ve had horses since their parents got the farm. They’ve been breeding them since. Sometimes they invite me for supper.” She bubbled enthusiastically as though she’d discovered a new continent.
She put the Miller brothers into effective perspective. She wasn’t outraged by their curiosity. As to their refusal to install hydro, she understood why they saw no point in spending thousands of dollars for installation—they lived miles from the closest line—and a hook up to a perpetual bill. Their ways had been practical all their lives.
“Did you know their horses are brothers and sisters?” I asked.
“How do you know?”
“I went and saw them after I got Nomad. Did they show you their library?”
“No, we were outside and then in the kitchen.”
“Do you remember the horses’ names?”
“Not really, but they were grand names.”
“Yes, Antigone and Diana are the mares, and Zeus and Apollo are the stallions. They’re purebred Belgians. It’s a pity you missed their library. They have books on every religion and philosopher of the past few centuries. They both read Latin. Their mother taught them. They’re not dumb farmers; they’ve got their own world-class library.”
“Next time I go for supper, I make sure I see the library.”
“Did Ian tell you how they nearly gave up the horses?”
“No, he didn’t.”
I remembered the warmth from the weak sun falling on Ian and me, as we sheltered from the wind in the machine shed. Ian did the talking.
“We’ve always had horses here. At one time we had ten teams, but after Dad passed on, we cut back to eight. Dad left the farm to the three of us. We knew how things were supposed to be, and until my brothers wanted tractors, we never had a disagreement. I was against that idea. I didn’t want to lose the horses. I didn’t think it was a serious disagreement. I thought it would blow over.” Ian took a handkerchief from his faded blue overalls and wiped his watery eyes.
“But, one spring, just after the sugaring off, we had syrup to sell, so my brothers took it to Dundee market. I’ad plowing to do in the lower meadow. I remember it was a grand spring day, so I took me lunch. When I got back to the yard, in late afternoon, I saw the truck back, and it was empty. They must have had a good day, I thought. I took my team in the barn and all the stalls were empty. I thought the ’orses been took, but nobody would steal all the horses like that. I ran to the house. My brothers were having tea. ‘The barn’s empty. Where are the horses?’ I demanded. They looked kinda guilty, like they were squirming on hot coals. Edwin eventually answered. ‘We traded them for a tractor and implements. They’ll be delivered this afternoon. We knew you’d be against it, and we know you love the horses, so we’ve agreed you can keep a pair.’ I was stunned. I felt as betrayed as Caesar. They’d done it behind my back. I’ve never learned to drive and they wouldn’t take me to Dundee. ‘You’re not messing up a good deal,’ they said, so I told them I’d walk. I swore too, I was so mad! I didn’t walk, I ran to town. I got to Benson’s just afore they closed.”
Ian shifted his position; the baler wasn’t a comfortable seat. He glanced at me, and then re-focused on his memories.
“Old man Benson was alarmed to see me, but he’d made a deal with my brothers; he was firm. He knew all about us each having a share of the farm. Perhaps he’d been expecting me, but he wouldn’t budge. I finally told him I’d buy back the horses. I don’t like banks, so I had cash. But the blackguard didn’t have the horses. The Locker plant had already picked them up. Anyway, Benson telephoned, but not having a lot of room at the Locker, they’d already hit the killing floor. I felt like the air had been let out of me when I heard that. I couldn’t believe it. They’d been warm strong horses when I fed them that morning. When we was young ’uns, Dad took us to the barn after supper. He’d park us on the back of a horse and we’d fall asleep up there while he and Mam did the chores. When they finished, they put us to bed. Those big horses were so gentle with us. It broke my heart.
“Benson had one pair the Locker plant hadn’t yet picked up. He charged me what he was getting for them. I walked them home. It was dark when I got back to the barn. I slept in the barn all that summer. Nobody was messing with my teams again.” He rubbed his misty blues again with his handkerchief at a memory that stung after thirty years.
“In a few years the tractor dealers cleaned the county of horses. They gave more than the slaughterhouse, but not what they was worth. Horses got real cheap around then. They convinced all the farmers that tractors was the way to go.”
“That’s terrible!” Mercedes exclaimed. “How could they kill all the horses?”
“They got tractors instead. Every farm in the county had several teams. Few have horses now,” I said.
“But the Millers still use horses.”
“Well, his brothers used tractors, only Ian worked with horses. The two systems ran side by side for ten years, until the brothers realized they’d been wrong. The machine shed is still full of tractor equipment unused for fifteen years.”
“That’s a sad story. I always thought America the land of the horse.”
“I think it was, but now it’s the land of big business.”
Our pensive eyes tranced in the flames. We listened to the whispering breeze and digested our own full thoughts.
“You work with a team of horses, but you operate a tractor.” Ian had said. “Horses work with your moods and with the land, not against it. A tractor needs the same care as an ’orse; but instead of feeding and grooming, you’ve got to grease it, adjust it, clean it and pour gallons of fuel in it. And, every time you turn around, it costs for repairs or parts. You gotta make a lot more money to farm with a tractor.”
I heard the lament of a man whose memories had lingered into another time, and said so.
“You can’t stop change, Ian.”
Ian shifted on the baler and looked at me with blade-sharp eyes. His voice quavered as though he wanted to shout obscenities.
“In a single generation they butchered millions of horses and let me tell you, tractors don’t work better than horses, only quicker. They crush the soil, they need wide trails in the bush and they ain’t careful. And instead of hay and oats, you feed them money! I’ve seen my neighbours put mortgages on their farms to buy the latest tractors, new milk houses, taller silos and more land. Small farms been swallowed by big farms, big farms been swallowed by big business, the villages have withered. The youngsters had to leave; they needed city money, just to live. Tractors were a death sentence for small farms.”
“But that is progress, it’s inevitable. You’re surely not a Luddite, Ian?”
“What’s a Luddite?” Mercedes asked.
“Luddites were English weavers who led a rebellion against industrialization to protect their jobs. Nowadays it refers to people against development.”
She nodded understanding.
Ian seemed to gain patience as though he’d inhaled memories of plowed earth, sickled hay, threshed grain and pungent sweat from his teams, and then he went on.
“Paul, I’m not an old farmer with twenty-twenty hindsight. I’ve been against the Chicago School of Economics since I first read their thinking. We’re not heedless cogs in an economic system. We’re human beings. We can choose our path and if we’d have looked ahead, we wouldn’t be on this one. Don’t ever let anyone persuade you that the course of economics is inevitable.”
“What do you think?” Mercedes asked me.
“Mankind always messes up. Our history consists of cautionary tales that we never heed. We’ve known for centuries that greed is bad; it’s like feeding a horse on nothing but oats. Now every task has to be done faster, better and easier, in order to make more and more money, but we pay a damaging price. Technology is expensive and doesn’t have all the answers.”
The fire flared as Mercedes stirred in fresh sticks. I looked up and was immediately lit by the hot pitch in her eyes and the sparks of her smile. Our attraction danced between us in the flames. I looked away first, as yet unwilling to be scorched on that fire.
“Hey. I think I find a dog for me,” she said.
“Where, what sort of dog?”
“In McCullough’s Corners. Ada Johnson tells me of a man whose dog chases sheep. He wants him taken away. I went but he wasn’t there. I’m going back.”
“Have you seen the dog?”
“Yes, he’s white and big and young. Looks like a white wolf. I always want one like this. I will call him Lobo.”
I knew of Ada Johnson. She’d outlived three husbands—gossip said she’d worked them to death—raised fifteen children, run a large farm and survived to seventy-year-old widowhood. She was revered. As a clan matriarch, the oldest of a large family, she was related by blood or marriage to most of the county. If she’d ever run for local office, she’d have won on family votes alone. I also knew she was suspicious of newcomers and rarely accepted ‘outsiders’ into her home.
“How did you meet Ada?” I asked.
“I was in the store. She came in. We talked. She invites me for tea. I go sometimes. She wears men’s clothes. Her house is funny; it’s full of cats. Her sheds are full of junk, and chickens, I don’t know how she finds eggs. She gives me some. I got my sink from her.”
“Ah, she’s a scavenging source, is she?”
“No, often I don’t need her stuff, but she never throws away. She says, ‘It’ll have use one day.’ She knows everybody; she knows what’s going on, who’s got what and who can do what. She likes Pedro. Sometimes, she’s got grandchildren with her. Pedro plays with them. I go because she’s interesting.”
“Is it the three dead husbands that make her interesting?” She looked puzzled for a moment, wondering whether I was being facetious. She took me seriously.
“No, I don’t want to copy her. I’ve had one husband, but he’s not dead, just divorced. No, she’s struggled. Her last husband died when she was fifty. She had those kids and that farm, and managed by herself.”
“Perhaps that’s why she likes you, because you’re on your own.”
“Mebbe. She tells me to get another man. She says, ‘Don’t be afraid of mistakes. You learn from them. You won’t learn sitting on a shelf.’”
“Maybe she’s right,” I said, but I dreaded Mercedes installing a man in her tepee.
“No. I do what I want. This is my place. It’s for Pedro and me. I don’t want a man to tell me what to do.”
“Not all men are like that.”
“No,” she admitted, “but they’ll only do what I want until they’ve got me. My house is their house. My time is their time; my dreams will be lost under their dreams. I don’t want this.”
“What about your needs? Don’t you want someone to cuddle up with at night; don’t you want a companion to help with building, to be a father to Pedro?”
I felt her blush at the mention of her needs, but her olive skin didn’t show it.
“Marriage should work but it doesn’t. I think Cupid is stupid. Now I’m stuck. My parents don’t even know of my divorce. They are Catholics. They live in Spain. When I’m in Canada they think I’m with my husband.”
“Hasn’t Pedro told them?”
“No, he speaks of his father. His Spanish isn’t good; they don’t know this from him.”
I’d known Mercedes for several months. I’d worked with her and I’d admired her. I thought I knew her. I’d never suspected this secret. I wondered what other doors she kept closed.
“Do your parents’ beliefs control you? That’s crazy.”
“I know,” she laughed. “Life is crazy. But we don’t leave childhood behind when we grow up. Attitudes remain. One is my parents,’ one is the Church’s. Now, I try to please me. That’s why I’m here, doing this, being me.”
“Then, tell me, who are you?”
She laughed but not from humour.
“You ask too many questions. First, I am Pedro’s mother; I don’t have time to be anyone else.” She paused then asked, “You stay for tea?”
“Sure.” I recognized a diversion but was in no hurry.
“What kinds have you got?”
“Wait and see.”
Mercedes gathered herbs and grasses and dried them in her tepee. Her teas were an adventure for tastebuds. Some worked, some didn’t. She boiled water in the blackened kettle that hung over the fire. She infused tea in a tiny teapot and poured it into small cups.
We’d often sit late into the night drinking tea and talking. Gusts snapped the fire into a blaze but, as the wind sighed again, the flames dwindled to rosy embers. The smoke kept mosquitoes at bay.
I didn’t keep my visits secret from Sally. In fact, she encouraged them.
“Can you take these clothes over to Mercedes this evening? She left them behind.”
“I forget to give Mercedes some honey, will you take it over?”
She seemed pleased that Mercedes shared our lives because she didn’t have to satisfy every function as my partner. We’d long ago discussed how neither could fulfill all roles for the other. Yet I understood I’d always be her mate. Therefore Mercedes became, not an intrusion, but a balance in our lives.
Later Mercedes got ‘Lobo’—a malamute with clairvoyant blue eyes and a reputation as a sheep chaser. She was confident she’d retrain him.
She kept Lobo with her like her shadow. Within a week she trusted him off a leash and within two weeks he trailed her every move.
“I took Lobo to see the man who had him,” she told me one evening. “When Lobo got out of the truck, he cowers. The hair stood on his back. I think Lobo was beaten. I could never hurt Lobo.”
Although Mercedes shared our eggs and garden, she tried to be independent. She procured her own ducks and bantam hens. She bartered for her six Khaki Campbells—egg-laying ducks.
Typical of her attitudes, she scrounged a used dog kennel for them and put on a door to lock them in at night. Pedro lost his wading pool. She installed it to catch the overflow from the hand pump. The ducks always had water for swimming. During the day, the ducks roamed her yard, in the evenings she shut them in. Her bantam hens roosted in the trees.
She hadn’t had the ducks long when she went to the city for a day. She left Lobo on a long running lead. Sally looked after Pedro.
On her return, she’d found her beloved Lobo immersed in a pool of feathers, munching on duck. She was a shrieking harridan when she got to our place. Lobo shrunk from her tongue.
“What do I do with him? He eats my duck. Bad Lobo!” She screeched at the dog. I stifled a laugh and Sally camouflaged a smirk, but Mercedes was frantic and didn’t see a joke.
“You’ll have to make a run for the ducks. If Lobo doesn’t get them, any fox or coyote will.”
“I can’t put them in prison! They need freedom. I didn’t get ducks to be battery hens.”
“Well, cage Lobo so he can’t get the ducks. Those are your choices,” I said.
“No, there must be another way. My animals have to get along.” She stayed for tea but was still angry when she left. Lobo rode alone in the back of her truck.
Mercedes rarely conformed to accepted principles, but her dog training was effective.
She stitched the dead duck’s carcass to a leather strap, which became Lobo’s collar. He scrabbled at it, but couldn’t get it off. Slowly the carcass rotted and smelled; it attracted flies. Lobo became unhappy. She’d also take Lobo off his leash, sit with him amongst the ducks, and dare him to touch them.
After a week Mercedes took the disgusting straggle off Lobo’s neck. She had no trouble with him again. Her animals got on with each other.
She didn’t fault Lobo for the duck’s death; she blamed herself for not making him understand that ducks were not snacks.
The longer days eclipsed the rigors of winter. I’d long ago cut wood for our next hibernation but still recalled the ripe fragrance of fresh earth I’d tilled that spring. Now, as I inspected the miracle of abundant fruit, vegetables and herbs, I realized that our dream was flourishing.
Sally and I had never defined what we intended to prove by buying our farm, but it had to do with freedom, self-sufficiency and organic farming. We found others in the county who sought the same grail. These beansprouters, as they were called, formed a community, not as an aim, because most didn’t know each other before they’d arrived, but by sharing attitudes.
They’d reclaimed dilapidated farms, re-populated dying villages, revisited forgotten swimming holes, resurrected old barns and created new dust storms as they explored the dirt roads. Old farms were cheap, bare land—for those with bigger dreams—was cheaper, and village homes, for those without agricultural ambition, were plentiful.
They learned local skills and added theirs. They shaped timbers and used augers, adzes and mortise drills, purchased at auctions or borrowed, and built barns, sheds, shops and studios. They gave dead tractors a mechanic’s kiss of life; they dragged rusty harrows, plows, drills, mowers and rakes from dormant pastures, disassembled them, soaked them in oil, repainted and re-used them. The beansprouters breathed life into their own visions and gave hope to the stagnant economy.
I did business with the locals, so they trusted my cheques, but I’d never joined their church, nor drank in their bars. I had running water, electricity and indoor plumbing, which many beansprouters couldn’t afford. At first, the beansprouters were suspicious of me, but learned that although I spanned two worlds, my weight was in theirs. I, in turn, envied their freedom. Each weekend I slogged through a toilet roll of tasks that unwound into my future, while they framed their lives around the seasons and each day’s weather.
I bought a tractor to make my work faster but discovered, on too many occasions, it wouldn’t start, or was hooked to the wrong implement. Once running, its mechanical clatter swallowed the sound of swishing grass, birds calling, insects humming, crickets singing and the wind sighing. The exhaust robbed me of the scented landscape. I wasn’t in love with the mechanical beast, so I sold it and went looking for a horse.
I couldn’t waste my precious weekends chasing the county classifieds, so I asked in the feed store. The locals offered only one name.
“Tim Bishop’s your man. He’s the only dealer hereabouts, been at it all his life. His father was a drover,” but they added a caution.
“Bishop may look slow but he’s sharp as ice.”
“You hafta watch that Bishop, he sells lots of ’orses but he’s also sold some real wrong ’orses.”
Sally had her own predictions.
“You don’t know enough to trust a horse dealer. They’re notorious; they’re more warped than car salesmen.”
A phone call to the other end of the county, assured me that Bishop had a barn of horses for sale. I drove over on Saturday morning, but camouflaged my enthusiasm under a business attitude and farm clothes. As I arrived at his heritage farm, two cattle dogs pricked their ears, but being used to visitors, didn’t bark.
Bishop answered the door. His body no longer filled his faded farm clothes and time had plowed his face. As he talked, the skin on his neck trembled like a turkey’s wattle. When we shook hands, I wondered if I had hold of a turkey’s claw, but it was his bony hand. He scanned me with his experienced blue eyes and then ushered me into the snug warmth of his kitchen. A large teapot warmed on the back of the woodstove. Bishop poured me a cup and urged me to sit. A sugar bowl, dirty spoons and a half mug of tea sat on the table’s faded and patterned oilcloth. Its far end was a mountain of papers, magazines and journals.
“So, you’re looking for a work horse, eh?”
“Yes. I’m just looking.” I tried to be nonchalant. “Have you got anything like that?”
“How much you spending?”
I sidestepped that question.
“Well, what’s the cheapest horse you’ve got?”
“Ooh, my lowest priced horse wouldn’t suit,” Bishop replied. “Drink your tea and we’ll take a look in the barn.”
“A friend of mine breeds Norwegian Fjords. Have you got any small horses that can haul timber, run a plow, pull a cart and be ridden?”
“It’s a damn rare ’orse that can do all that, but we’ll have a look.”
He slopped his tea noisily, grabbed a jacket and slipped into rubbers that stood on the worn linoleum.
His barn was as weathered as his face. The roof slumped and its walls sagged. The door creaked as he beckoned me into a subdued gloom. The air was dense with the tang of horse droppings and stinging urine. Light struggled through windows, thick with dusty webs. Bishop didn’t speak but waved his arm at the stalled horses. I took a time-worn path along the brick floor.
As I walked, two large horse eyes followed me.
“Pity you aren’t interested in a heavy horse. This ’un’s a bargain.”
I looked away from the heavy gray mare and walked down the stalls. I barely glanced at the slim-legged riding horses, but stopped to check out two ponies. I dismissed one as too small, but the other had stalwart legs and dense bones.
“I’d like to see this one outside.”
Bishop took a halter from a rack but ignored my outstretched arm and haltered the pony himself.
“This one’s Samson. He’s gelded but a spirited worker. The owner’s widow sold him to me. She and I went to school together.” Bishop said it as though his long association with the widow was itself a recommendation.
He backed Samson up and led him out. In daylight, I saw that Samson was barely thirteen hands, and what I’d thought was stockiness was now exposed as a cartoon body on squat legs. Bishop tried to spark my interest by showing how well Samson trotted and he even offered me the lead.
“No, he’s too short.”
“You won’t find a better working horse.”
“I’ll check the others. Samson’s not right.”
Bishop wagged his head in disbelief and followed me back into the barn. Again, those two dark eyes followed me. I inspected another horse, about fourteen and a half hands, whose legs weren’t fine, but judging by what I could see of the slope in her back, and feeling her scarred legs, I was sure she was too old for work. My hair prickled. I looked and was caught in the gray mare’s eyes.
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