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DOWNBOUND
(Helen’s Story)

 


There we stood
in Arrivals at Aeroquay One, Toronto’s modern new airport. All that
glass, all that sun, gleaming with such optimistic energy.
Amplified by a boisterous crowd of at least a hundred people. So
busy, so loud, so diverse. Black, White, Indian, Chinese—you’d
never see such an array in our WASPY bubble of St. Catharines.
Weary travellers kept emerging every few seconds from behind a pair
of large frosted glass doors—immigrating families, vacationing
older couples and singles, pilots and stewardesses, the occasional
businessman—pushing carts filled with bags, greeted by one to a
dozen relatives and friends. And of course my poor husband, till
that day so forbearing and confident handling all the bureaucratic
formalities of his younger brother’s immigration, now fidgeting,
biting his nails, needing to excuse himself once again. I was the
pregnant one, and here John was having to go more often than
me.

He had just
gone out of sight when the Customs doors slid open again for a
young couple who drifted through, arm in arm, like royalty, the
other passengers making way. The buzz quietened save for a low
whistle at which the young woman demurred in a haughty but
practiced manner. Her long, perfectly groomed black hair framed a
china doll face in the shape of a curvy diamond. And those eyes.
She looked like a movie star. Her rather short skirt showed off a
pair of slim, tanned legs.

Yet that exotic
allure was no match for her companion’s casual beauty. His thin but
solid frame carried a manly ruggedness to match his squared chin.
Until that moment I’d never been a fan of long hair for men, but
the soft waves in that shoulder-length mane changed that. His deep
blue eyes confidently laughed as they roamed the airport hall.
Unlike the superficial features of the girl, his was a natural
grace that could never have been affected. Arrogant and humble at
the same time, he was the most physically perfect man I’d ever
seen.

When those
roaming eyes caught mine, they halted. The cobra stare seemed to
penetrate into my inner self, commanding like an invader, as if
flexing its power over my muscles but choosing not to use them. The
man started to come over and I tensed up, shut my eyes, and counted
out steamboats—one, two, three, four—before I felt a sensation down
my arm from a warm hand touching above my elbow.

“Mrs. Helen
Stevenson, I presume,” the voice said. Its tone was normal but the
British accent held a tinge of mocking, or at least irony. I nodded
meekly, unable to speak. “I’m Doug Stevenson, your
brother-in-law.”

My face heated
up. I stammered something foolish but somehow managed to shake his
hand. All John had shown me was an old black-and-white photo from
when they were kids, a time when Douglas looked more like John. God
how different the two were now. No one could ever have guessed a
lean man with such rebellious blond hair would be related to my
brown-haired John, who was shorter and stockier, albeit in a more
powerful way. The two of them would have made great teammates in
football, John at running back, Douglas as wide receiver. While
John was handsome in his own way, off the field there would be no
question Douglas would get the head cheerleader, and most of the
others. Of course, I was never a cheerleader.

John returned
then to rescue me. I watched with fascination as the brothers
greeted each other. Their smiles looked genuine but their embrace
appeared forced.

“I see you two
have met,” John said, his calm voice settling me back down.

“Lovely, John.
Much prettier than the picture you sent.”

“Thank you,” I
said. Compliments on my looks occurred often enough that such words
rarely affected me. But to hear them in that rich accent did bring
out a blush.

“And when’s my
little nephew on the way?”

I instinctively
patted my belly. “Two months. But she could be a niece.”

Douglas
laughed, as if I’d said something impossible. Then a cough
interrupted us. In my dizzying discomfort, I had forgotten about
the girl. Up close, her glamour lost much of its splendour. She
inserted herself between us and put her arms around Douglas’s
waist. He introduced her—I didn’t catch the name at first—and
explained they’d met while waiting for the plane in London. As we
chatted, the girl kept brushing my husband’s arms and laughing
after almost every comment he made. I could tell by his slight
stutter that John liked it. Having never experienced jealousy
before, I couldn’t say that’s what I felt toward this girl; I just
knew she was trouble.

“I thought
perhaps we could give Angeline a lift into Toronto,” Douglas said,
once we had depleted our arsenal of small talk.

Fat chance, I
thought, and waited for John to say as much. But he seemed to be
pondering a detour so I intervened. “I’m afraid we’re going the
other way.”

“Oh, where do
you live?” Angeline said.

“St.
Catharines. It’s about sixty miles. The other way.”

“I know where
St. Catharines is.”

Her cattiness
was lost on the two men so I let it go. She then fished in her
alligator purse for a business card, which she held out between
John and Douglas like a bone. When the two puppy dogs hesitated, I
snatched it from her and walked off, expecting my husband and his
brother to follow. John did but Douglas held back to kiss her
goodbye, on the lips even. After they had just met that day.

The drive home
was quiet, the lake uninspiring, the industrial scenery flat and
dull. Douglas kept looking back, no doubt pining over that
model—according to what the card claimed—and John, never one for
talking while driving, kept his attention on the road. That left me
wondering what had gotten me all worked up. Then we came upon the
sprawling Ford plant in Oakville.

“I hear they’re
hiring,” I said, to Douglas.

“Yes,” John
said, enthusiastically, as if I’d just solved a puzzle. “I hear
it’s a great place to work, strong union, good pay.”

“Excuse me,
what?” Doug said. “Oh, you know, I’m not sure I’d be up for
anything like that.”

“Oh?” I said.
“What are your plans?”

“Not sure,
really. How about you, John? What is it you do for a living
again?”

“I sell
houses.”

“That sounds
interesting, and rewarding.”

“It is. In
fact, I sold the house Helen’s parents live in now. That’s how we
met.”

“So you were
the commission,” Douglas said, to me. I giggled but when John
offered no reaction I stopped.

It bothered me
that Douglas did not know what John did for a living. What had the
two men been communicating about in all those correspondences? If
John had found it appropriate to send a photo of me then surely
they’d have shared more about each other.

“But when I
first came to Canada,” John then said, “I did all sorts of odd
jobs. I’d have killed to work at Ford or GM or someplace like
that.”

“I’m sure,”
Douglas said, no doubt sensing as I did that we’d just heard a
mini-lecture.

A thin haze of
smog, along with a sulphurous odour, greeted us as we approached
the Burlington Bay Skyway. John slowed to pay the toll. I pointed
to the right to the massive Stelco plant fronting the Hamilton
skyline. “Are they hiring too?” Douglas said, before I could
explain I was only pointing it out as a tour guide. But then he
chuckled and the tension disappeared.

Next came the
flat agricultural countryside separating Lake Ontario on the left
from the Niagara escarpment on the right. Broken but pleasant small
talk about the unusually warm weather, driving on the right side of
the road, and highway sign comparisons occupied us until the sign
welcoming us to the city of St. Catharines.

Minutes later,
we were in our downtown apartment. I offered to cook some dinner
but neither Douglas, who had eaten on the plane, nor John, were
hungry.

“I’m sure
you’re exhausted then,” John said, sliding his brother’s bags into
the hallway, sounding more as if describing himself.

“Let’s go to a
pub,” Douglas said, “the three of us. To celebrate—celebrate—yes,
let’s celebrate the bloody plane not crashing.”

I laughed but
John didn’t say anything, so I gave him a light shove. “I think
going out for a drink with Douglas sounds like fun.”

“That’s the
spirit. Amazing girl, big brother. Now what’s a good place?”

Of course, John
and I weren’t ones for bars so we had no clue which to choose. But
Douglas seemed to have a radar for these things and quickly found a
place just off St. Paul Street. Amidst the murky smoke and seedy
patrons, one could see little and it seemed impossible to find an
empty table. John and I exchanged helpless looks.

Douglas broke
away, slaloming through the crowd, having somehow spotted a table.
He surprised me and horrified John by ordering a full tray of small
beer glasses. The waitress didn’t think the request strange,
although her attention seemed distracted by the stranger. After
placing the last glass on our table, Douglas grabbed her wrist.

“What’s your
name, sweetheart?”

“It’s not
Sweetheart,” she said, then walked off in a huff. Instantly I liked
her. She had a nice figure and straight blonde hair, complementing
the prettiness of her girl next door face.

“I hope all the
birds in this town aren’t as uptight as that one. I hope they’re
more like you, Helen.”

To which John
said, “Doug, in Canada, we refer to women as women. And we treat
them with respect, more than you might be used to giving.”

“Ah, she liked
it, just you watch.”

We were thirsty
and the glasses emptied quickly. With only a nod from Douglas, the
waitress replaced the empty glasses with half a dozen more while I
switched to Canada Dry. The beer had livened up our conversation
and one could not have recognized us as the same laconic threesome
driving back from the airport. The music was loud and we had to
huddle to speak. Thankfully, the band took plenty of breaks. During
one, the waitress came back with refills. She set them down and
then lingered, swaying back and forth, empty tray against her
belly, until Douglas looked up.

“Excuse me, but
where are you from?” she said, to Douglas.

“London.”

“England?”

“There’s
another one?”

“Sure. London,
Ontario, which happens to be my home town.”

“What a
coincidence.”

“I’m
Janet.”

Douglas shook
her offered hand. “And what do you do for fun in this town,
Janet?”

“Well, since
you ask, I’m off in an hour and there’s a party after work. Maybe
you’d like to come along?” Douglas appealed to John with a silent
look. Something in John’s face alarmed Janet who then said. “Oh,
did I interrupt something?”

“My brother and
I haven’t seen each other for ten years,” Douglas said.

“Is that so?
You guys can come too, if you want.”

Her offer was
sincere and I was tempted until John shook his head, nodding toward
my belly. “We should go,” he said, adding. “Stay if you wish,
Doug.”

“I do wish,”
Douglas said.

John pulled out
a spare key, which he dropped on the table, along with money to
cover the bill.

“I feared it
would be like this,” John said, while opening a beer back in our
apartment.

“Like what?
He’s young, and in a new country”

“Even as a kid
he was wild, just like our father.”

“Then why did
you invite him to come here? I mean, all that effort, the delayed
honeymoon.”

“Don’t remind
me about the honeymoon. It’ll only make me feel worse. I’ll make it
up to you.”

“That’s not my
point, John, and you know it,” I said, now a little frustrated
too.

“What was your
impression of him?”

The question
took me aback as it seemed a test of something. “He’s charming,” I
said, guardedly.

“Yes,” John
said. “He is that.”

“Cheer up.
Bills season begins tomorrow. 1964 could be the year.”

This brought a
smile to his face and I decided to go to bed so at least we could
end this strange day on a positive thought.

I slept in till
nearly noon and rose with the hope John’s spirits had improved;
instead, they had deteriorated, evident by the sour look that
greeted me when I came into the kitchen. He looked rough too, as if
he hadn’t come to bed at all. He didn’t even have a cup of tea or
coffee in front of him. The only thing he’d accomplished was to
turn on the television. Some men on a talk show were droning away.
I began to boil water for tea.

“What’s the
matter?” I said, my back to him. “Where’s Douglas?”

“The answer to
your second question answers the first.” Seeing my bewildered look,
he pointed at brother’s unpacked bags, left in the same spot as the
night before.

“You mean he
never came home? Maybe we should call the pol—”

Then the front
door opened and in walked Douglas, bright and cheerful, wearing the
same clothes he’d worn on the plane. I couldn’t help a smile but
John glared at him.

“Morning folks.
Boy do I need a shower and a nap—oh, don’t look at me like that,
big brother.”

“Where were you
all night?” John said, his eyes violent, his lips trembling.

Douglas
muttered something, perhaps a greeting or apology to me, and then
went to his bedroom. The shower started just as the Star Spangled
Banner began playing. I suggested to John he sit by the television
and let me bring him some tea and something to eat. He consented
but still seemed intent on nursing some rage. This was a side of
John I’d never seen before. Even a thirty-one point offensive
explosion by the Bills in the first quarter failed to mollify
him.

Douglas
rejoined us during the second quarter and quickly succumbed to the
tension by aping John’s gloom. While opposites physically, their
stubborn brooding gave away the sibling relation. No apology came
from either man. While I could see John needing to learn tolerance,
I fully supported my husband in this. It was drearily uncomfortable
until an idea came to me.

“How about I
take Douglas for a little tour.”

“That’s a good
idea,” John said, glancing at his brother who nodded.

It was a
pleasant end of summer day, ideal to show off the Garden City. I
began with Port Dalhousie and Lakeside Park. From there, we drove
along Martindale Road where Douglas had me slow down at the Henley
Regatta, which he had heard about.

“The best
natural course in the world,” he said. “Reckon there are any clubs
around here?”

“I imagine
there would be. Why?”

“I rowed
competitively long ago. It’d be nice to take it up again. I miss
it.”

This reference
to England teased my curiosity but I did not want to upset him with
questions. We continued on. Douglas seemed uninterested in the
vineyards and orchards and green countryside, judging by his
taciturnity and occasional nodding off.

“Are you from
St. Catharines?” he said.

“Not too far. A
town called Port Colborne on Lake Erie, at the southern end of the
canal.”

“I’d love to
see it.”

“It’s just a
small place, nothing special.”

“Any town that
produces women as pretty as you is special in my books.”

I made a face,
which made him chuckle. It took barely minutes to see all of my
hometown and drive by my parents’ home. Fortunately, they were
away; I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to introduce them to Douglas
yet. I drove around a bit before turning back toward the Welland
Canal.

“Hey,” he said.
“Let’s watch that ship go through.”

“Sure,” I said,
pleasantly surprised.

I parked next
to a small family eating ice cream cones by their station wagon.
The ship was just about to enter the lock and, as the giant gates
spread open, I saw it was the D. H. John Henry. I rushed toward the
canal’s edge and sat on a bollard. The sun gleaming on the water
partially blinded my view of the ship but I enjoyed its warmth.

“That ship
there,” I said, pausing to squeeze over to let Douglas sit. “It was
passing through here when John asked me to marry him.”

“My brother
proposed to you at a canal?”

“No, you don’t
understand,” I said. “I love the ships, the canal, so for me this
was the perfect place.” Douglas shrugged. “It’s the coincidence.
Henry is John’s middle name so John Henry kind of makes it our
ship. The initials stand for, ‘Divine Helen.’ Silly, I know.”

“I suppose
then,” Douglas said. “if I’d been the one to come to Canada first
then the ‘D’ could stand for my name and the ‘H’ for yours.”

This struck me
as a queer thing to say, improper even, and I stared at him, unsure
whether to read any disrespect in this. His face was impassive.

By now the ship
was fully encased in its concrete cage. Some water spilled out the
northern end until the level in the lock matched that of the other
side. The change in elevation was slight when the ship exited
downbound.

“This lock
isn’t as interesting as the others,” I explained. “It’s purpose is
not to raise or lower the ship but to control the water levels in
the system.”

“Ah ha,”
Douglas said. “Now tell me, why was John so put out about last
night?”

“Put out?” I
said.

“Don’t play
innocent,” he said. I wondered how he meant this but his grin was
too ambiguous to interpret. “I don’t think John had much fun last
night but you looked like you enjoyed yourself.”

“Give your
brother time to adjust. He’s not as wild as you appear to be.”

“And you
are?”

Then he took my
hands in his and I felt a tingle in my wrists that compelled me to
look away. When he said nothing I looked into those gentle but
manly blue eyes. Hypnotizing eyes; the same as at the airport. But
he was a stranger then. This time an uneasy feeling passed through
me. Yet I didn’t withdraw from his hold.

“Before we do I
want you to promise me something,” he said.

“What?”

“Call me
Doug.”

I sighed a
chuckle. Silly me, what I could have been thinking? He was a flirt.
The type who would act this way with every girl he met, pregnant or
otherwise, and probably included me to make me feel worthy.

We found John
in a terrific mood, bolstered no doubt by Buffalo’s 34-17 victory
over Kansas City. The three of us watched the late game together
and I could see the young Brit was immediately hooked. He asked a
great many questions about “American” football. John was ecstatic
and only too happy to indoctrinate his brother into his
passion.

 


~~~~

 


It turned out
Douglas—Doug—had been joking about not being up to factory work; it
took him barely two weeks to find employment at General Motors on
the assembly line, as well as a host of friends. When not on
shifts, he’d work and come for dinner but then go out to some place
called McCready’s in Thorold near Lock Seven. John and I were
usually in bed by the time he came home. We never met any of his
friends and I suspected he consciously insulated us from his other
life; I could only imagine the unsavoury people he associated with.
We heard nothing more about Janet or that girl from the airport.
The shine from my first impression of him was wearing off.

That was the
least of my concerns. Outside of Sundays, the two men did not get
along. John’s set ways frustrated Doug while the younger brother’s
wildness angered the older brother. I couldn’t count the number of
times Doug would be late for dinner, get a lecture from John, and
then storm out to his bar. Then I would try to calm John down in
the evening and, on those rare times Doug came home before I went
to bed, do the same with my brother-in-law. I doubted my
interventions made much difference. The antagonism between them
never threatened to get violent but simmered under a veil of
begrudging tolerance. Only Sundays, when the two men shared beers
and football, offered a reprieve. It helped that the Bills were
having their best season ever.

So much seemed
to be going right if it had to do with our football team. Even my
son, Karl, obliged us by waiting until Monday before pushing to get
out. His arrival further cramped an already tight living space for
us but we all adapted. Doug doted on his nephew and actually did
more than John to take care of him, including changing diapers and
giving him baths. I believed the experience made him more
respectful of the hours he kept and the amount he drank and smoked
at home.

Then John’s
friend Ted asked him to go to Boston to see the last game of the
season in person, the game that would decide the East Division
winner. Of course, I was excited for my husband but I also felt odd
about watching the game alone with Doug. John, with his silly
superstitions, insisted we go ahead without him. True, the Bills
hadn’t lost whenever Doug and I watched a game, but that was only a
coincidence. And if the team was that good, coincidence wouldn’t
stand in their way of winning. Admittedly, part of me was sore John
hadn’t found some way to bring us along to Boston; Karl and I could
have watched from the hotel room.

My son was
quite difficult that morning and I had no chance to clean the
place. Doug had been out most of the night so I expected to find
the living room a mess. Instead, everything had been tidied up, the
thick Saturday newspaper neatly folded underneath an end table, the
coffee table empty, save for a pair of cork beer coasters and a
freshly wiped ashtray. The pullout sofa on which Doug sometimes
slept on his late nights had been reassembled with throw pillows
symmetrically placed in the middle and both ends. It remained
empty, though, as I sat on my rocking chair, slightly out of
breath, while my brother-in-law occupied John’s armchair.

“I thought that
boy would never fall asleep,” I said.

“Relax, you
haven’t missed a thing. There’s a big storm in Boston. It’s delayed
the kick-off.”

“Oh, I hope
John got there okay,” I said.

“I’m sure he
did.”

Doug left for
the kitchen and returned a moment later with two beers and two
glasses, set one pair down at the edge of the coffee table closest
to me, and took the other to John’s recliner. I took a sip. It
tasted bitter.

“I usually wait
until the second half,” I said.

He nodded but
didn’t say anything. We watched the grounds crew clear the snow in
Fenway Park and then heard the national anthem. The Patriots won
the coin toss, chose to receive, but got nowhere with their first
possession, and had to punt.

“That lucky
bastard,” Doug said. “I’d love to be there.”

“I suppose. But
you know, in all that snow and cold, the comfort of a living room
is looking pretty good to me now.”

“Yeah?”

“I wonder if
we’ll be able to spot him in the crowd.”

Then the Bills
quarterback and my favourite player, Jack Kemp, threw a long pass
to Elbert Dubenion, who broke a tackle and scored. 7-0 Bills.

“How quiet it
is, how odd, not to hear John’s cheering,” I said.

“Well, the
important thing is that you’re here,” he said.

“Don’t tell me
you subscribe to John’s thinking.”

“Helen,
Buffalo’s lost only two games all year. I saw those losses. John
saw those losses. Only one of us was away for both those games. It
adds up.”

“I’m surprised
you’re superstitious, Doug. I’ll add it to my microscopic list of
sibling similarities.”

His smile
disappeared so quickly it startled me. Doug finished his glass of
beer and refilled it with the rest of the bottle before giving me a
serious look.

“Why?” he
said.

“Why what?

“Why would it
surprise you if I were superstitious?”

“I don’t know,
I—”

“There’s a
deep, spiritual side to me, you know.”

The beer was
beginning to affect me and I couldn’t hold back a giggle. “You mean
football superstition is spiritual?”

His response
was interrupted by the Patriots who, after a long drive, pushed
through for a touchdown. The Patriots then lined up for a two-point
conversion.

“Why the hell
are they doing that?” Doug said.

“Boston has to
win the game, a tie gives Buffalo first place,” I said, proud to
show off my knowledge. “Given these conditions, they may not have
another chance.”

Doug stared at
me, impressed, and that felt nice. We watched anxiously. If the
Bills could stop them, they’d be in control of the rest of the
game. The pass came and the receiver was open but then he slipped
in the snow. He slipped. They missed. Buffalo held on to the
lead.

“And you still
don’t think you’re a good luck charm?” Doug said, smiling.

Then he got up
to replace our beers. He was taking a while in the kitchen. He
looked comically domestic coming out with a tray of crackers,
cheese and kielbasa, and a stack of napkins, which he set down in
the middle of the coffee table. Another trip brought back fresh
beers.

We both moved
to the sofa so we could eat without reaching. We settled in to our
snack as the Bills settled into their game. The missed conversion
had clearly set the tone. Still we watched intently, taking nothing
for granted. Once in a while our hands touched, usually when I was
scanning the crowd for John. Too many heads hidden behind frosty
breath, covered by thick, tight toques though.

Through two
quarters I had already finished four beers, two more than usual,
for an entire game. But this was a special occasion. Too often
John’s team had suffered heartbreak at the hands of the Boston
Patriots and now this victory, the Bills’ greatest ever, was at
hand. Next week, if they held on, they would play the San Diego
Chargers in the American Football League championship.

Was I the lucky
charm? Maybe not me, but rather Doug, because their winning started
with his arrival in Canada. That first victory over Kansas City,
the day after he arrived, that was the beginning. I looked over at
him and smiled. He smiled back.

Then he put his
right arm around me, his left hand on my thigh. Before I could say
anything, he pulled my head to his, kissed me, his tongue
separating my lips. I could muster no resistance at first. His
breath was warm. It subdued me and I kissed him back. He let out an
aborted chortle before leaning into me until our bodies were
horizontal on the sofa. His hands moved up my legs, under my loose
sweatshirt, up my waist. Big hands. Warm hands sending a powerful
tingling through my body. It felt so good I wanted to disengage my
mind and succumb.

But when his
thumb pressed against and then over my bra, I flinched in pain, my
nipples still sore from Karl. My good sense returned. I broke free
and my arms found the strength to push his shoulders away. He did
not fight me. I escaped from the sofa and started to run out the
room but, for some reason, stopped to look back.

He was sitting
forward, the expression on his face not at all what I expected. His
magical eyes were half closed, and he was shamefully looking down.
He could be acting, I thought, but then brushed that aside,
concluding instead he was genuinely remorseful. The drinks and
celebratory mood had overcome him, had overcome me, and I saw
ourselves as mutually guilty. We exchanged a glance, a visual
contract, to keep this from John. Nothing dangerous had occurred.
It would never happen again, the contract stated, and so it was in
the best interest of all parties to forget about it, and never
speak of it.

I wasn’t sure
what to do next because, while it was unlikely Buffalo would lose
now, it was still possible; and so my fear of John’s superstition
stopped me from ordering my brother-in-law to leave. Doug got up
and returned to John’s chair and everything seemed like it hadn’t
happened. Then he flashed a confident grin at me, as if reading my
mind.

“I’ll watch
somewhere else,” he said, and got up. I didn’t stop him.

Soon after his
departure, Karl woke and started crying, distracting me from
brooding over what had happened. I settled my son down, watched the
game until the final whistle blew, and then took a nap.

It was no nap,
but rather a deep sleep plagued by dreams of my brother-in-law
kissing me, fondling me, telling me I was beautiful, that we were
meant for each other, and other such tripe. Only my successful
spurning of these romantic assaults kept the images as dream rather
than nightmare.

The front door
opening woke me. I was about to bolt out of bed to greet John, but
the sound of another voice stopped me. Had he brought Ted home with
him?

“I’m afraid
Helen went to bed some time ago.”

Hearing Doug
say my name made me panic inside. Now I had the fear that my dreams
hadn’t been dreams at all. When had he returned? Why hadn’t I heard
him?

“I was hoping
she’d be awake still,” John said, the disappointment in his voice
painful to hear.

“Listen, John,
I’m moving out. I’ve found my own place.”

I got up then
and stepped close to the door to hear better.

“Are you
serious?” John said. “When?”

“Right
away.”

“But why would
you need to get your own place?”

“I can afford
it now.”

“But you don’t
save any of your money. You blow it all in bars and on girls and on
who knows what? What’ll you do if there’s a strike?”

“There won’t be
a strike.”

“Well, I don’t
think it’s a good idea,” John said. Shut up, John, I thought, let
him go. “And why are you telling me now?” John said, his voice a
bit lower. “Something happen while I was gone? You two have an
argument?”

“Not at all,”
Douglas said, as coolly and calmly as only he could do.

My poor
husband, coming home so buoyed by the Bills’ victory. I’m sure he
sensed something was off, the way he came to bed. His tossing and
turning—no doubt a subtle attempt to waken me to share his
experience—saddened me. But I had to act asleep, unable to tell him
about what had happened, unsure he’d believe me even. I began to
doubt myself then, to wonder whether I was taking it too
seriously.

 


~~~~

 


When Doug said
he was moving out right away, he wasn’t kidding. The next day his
things were gone, his existence virtually erased from our
apartment. All the while he acted his normal self, as if nothing
had happened. My own concerns over Karl who had picked up a fever,
kept me preoccupied. John was equally absorbed with business
matters and the incident passed into history.

We did get
together to watch the Bills claim their first AFL championship
against the Chargers. That victory was anti-climactic; the win over
Boston the treasured one. Not once did I feel uncomfortable or fear
a repeat of what had happened during the Patriots game. Doug was
too drunk to drive but refused to stay over, preferring to take a
taxi and come back for his car the next day.

In the morning,
John suggested we drop his brother’s car off, as we hadn’t seen his
new home yet. I wasn’t thrilled about this but gave in when it was
obvious Karl’s fever had passed.

Well, what
could I say, the place was a dump. It was in a so-so neighbourhood
near the twin locks and the border between St. Catharines and
Thorold. A dark, once elegant two-storey wood and brick structure
with a long patio, the house suffered now from years of negligence.
Bent eaves and loose wires everywhere. One window had been covered
with a thick plastic sheet. The lawn, strewn with car tires and
weeds protruding through the snow, looked decrepit.

As we
approached, John slowed to point out his window to a “For Sale”
sign with his name on it. It made me feel proud but also concerned
that he dealt with people who lived in such a neighbourhood.

I drove Doug’s
car up the gravel driveway while John parked on the street. I
waited until he retrieved Karl and the two of them reached me
before opening my door. I was nervous as he knocked.

“Oh, hello
there,” said a female voice at the door, as if she knew us.

And she did. It
was the girl from the airport. John seemed taken aback so I stepped
forward.

“Angela, is
it?” I said. “We came to return Doug’s car.”

“It’s
Angeline,” she said, firmly but kindly, unfazed by my intentional
mistake. “Come in, come in,” she then said, so politely that I knew
this was a woman I would always detest. Even before she called out,
“Dougie, honey, visitors.”

The interior
was not much better than the exterior. The furniture was rundown,
most of it from before the war. Peeling green paint and wallpaper
marred several walls, but not as much as the numerous holes left
from removed pictures. At least it was tidy, no empty beer bottles
laying about. The ashtrays were all empty save for one with a lit
and lipstick-circled cigarette resting lazily. And there were a
couple of new age magazines left open on the coffee table. John and
I sat on the soft sofa, which was surprisingly comfortable. But not
for Karl who began squirming.

“May I hold
your baby?” the girl said.

“Sure,” John
said, as I was about to shake my head.

He took Karl
from me and handed him over. Angeline had him for barely seconds
when he began screaming louder than I’d ever heard him. I was proud
of my little boy and, with great satisfaction, I stood to take him
back. Just then Doug came down the stairs.

“What’s all the
racket?” he said, taking Karl from his girlfriend before I could.
My son rested his head against his uncle’s shoulder and became
quiet. “What brings you folks here?”

“Thought we’d
drop off your car,” John said, “come see where you live now.”

“Wish you’d
called. This place is a dump.”

“I’ve seen
worse,” John said, and then in an aside to Angeline, “I’m in real
estate.”

“So, you live
here too now?” I said, breaking her smile.

“Nah, she’s
just down for a visit,” Doug said, and he seemed amused, but also
uncharacteristically nervous. “You want a beer, or a coffee, or
something?”

John seemed
ready to accept but I shook my head. Then Karl, bless his heart,
began coughing. I knew he wasn’t sick but I pretended as if he was.
It got us out of there.

“My brother’s
so good with Karl, isn’t he?” John said, in the car.

“You’ve got to
talk to him about that girl. She’s bad news. Very bad news.”

“She seems nice
to me.”

“John, I’m
telling you . . .”

But I couldn’t
finish my sentence because I didn’t know what to tell him. Doug
must have sensed my distrust because, whenever we saw him after
that, it was always at our place or somewhere neutral, and he never
mentioned Angeline. Not that we saw a great deal of him through the
winter. Apparently, he was spending a lot of time in Toronto. It
didn’t take a genius to understand what was pulling him there.

One time, with
Doug at our house for one of his rare visits, he and Karl were
working together on some kind of puzzle. Doug was doing it of
course, but Karl monitored closely. The television kept John’s
attention, a hockey game. I didn’t care for hockey so I was bored,
and not in a terrific mood to begin with, so it just came out.

“It’s nice you
could break away from Angeline to see your family for once.”

Doug just
laughed. “That one? She’s nothing to me.”

“Really?” John
said, now interested. Whether it was for his own admiration of the
girl or the appeasement of my concerns, I couldn’t say.

“Sure, I mean,
she’s a laugh.”

“But you spend
most of your free time in Toronto,” I said.

“You think it’s
only to see her?” he said, and seemed affronted. But I stood my
ground and his smile returned. “Relax, I’m not getting married or
doing anything stupid.”

That seemed to
settle it for John who turned his attention back to the game. Doug
turned his to me, giving me several unreadable but nonetheless
unsettling looks. That night I began having those dreams again, the
ones in which he was touching me and professing his love. They
never went further than that, thank God, but disturbed me for a
week or so. They stopped with John’s surprise.

A week in
Paris, the honeymoon we’d elected to defer to attend to his
brother’s immigration. I never made an issue of it, keeping my
disappointment inside all this time, but for him it was a debt to
be paid off as soon we had the chance. I didn’t like the idea of
leaving Karl behind but it was only for a week; Doug had already
shown himself capable of taking care of our baby. And once his part
in the delayed honeymoon came out, he insisted on vacating his
house to live in our apartment while we were gone.

My enthusiasm
reached its peak about ten days before our departure. Then I
started worrying about what would happen while we were away. I knew
Doug was functionally capable of doing the job but for some reason
that Angeline girl was on my mind. Would he dare bring her over
too? My imagination began eating away at my excitement. It didn’t
help that we hadn’t heard from John’s brother for several days. And
my concern reached its peak the night before our departure.

“You still
haven’t heard from your brother?” I said, while folding the last of
my blouses into my suitcase. John recoiled and shook his head.

“I’ve called
him, even left a note at his door today.”

“It’s almost
midnight, John, and we’re leaving in the morning.”

“I’m well aware
of that. Don’t panic. He’ll show.”

Even so, I
wanted to say, will he stick around for a full week? How would we
know?

Then the phone
rang with an ominous tone. I picked it up and said hello.

“Helen, it’s
Doug. I’m in trouble. You’ve got to help me.”

The voice
didn’t sound like his, all the bravado replaced by desperation; he
may have been crying. I didn’t say anything, handed the receiver to
John, not hiding my disgust. But then I couldn’t help myself and
rushed to the bedroom to listen in on the extension.

“Where the hell
are you?” John said. “We’re packed and just about to go to
bed.”

“John, I need
you in Toronto. Right now. I’m at a police station downtown. I’ve
been charged with murder.”

The silence
seemed to last forever before John let out a deep sigh and then
pressed his brother for the whole story.

“All right,
well, you remember Angeline?”

“What about
her?” John said. I was heartened by the impatience in my husband’s
voice.

“Well, Angeline
took me to this bar I hadn’t been to before. An okay place, and we
were having a nice time when I see eye contact between this guy at
the pool table and Angeline. When she goes to the toilet, he comes
over and tells me Angeline’s his girl. I explain that that’s news
to me, and add that his tense must be wrong. Once he figures it
out, he’s not too happy, but he walks away. Seconds later, four or
five of his buddies darken my light. Angeline’s taking an awfully
long time so I deem it wise to try and find her. But to do so I
have to squeeze past these guys. They shift as if to let me through
but sandwich me when I try. Then they hold me up for the
self-proclaimed boyfriend to punch me. With no hands available I
kick him in the nuts. He doesn’t like that and tries to run at me
but I manage to get another shot in, which is when the other two
began to pound my kidneys and face.”

Doug paused
then. My efforts to picture the scene were blocked by my growing
resentment.

“Then I see a
knife in someone’s hand,” he went on, “and chop the wrist holding
it until it falls on the floor. I pick it up and, well, it finds
its way into the gut of the so-called boyfriend. Everything stops.
Next thing I know I’m in this police station.”

“So where is
Angeline?”

“No idea. You
have to help me out, John.”

“I’ll call Ted,
the guy I went to Boston with. He’s a criminal lawyer. Have you
been arraigned yet?”

John’s calmness
was impressive. Of course, as he was in the other room, I couldn’t
see his face. Or his hands, which were probably shaking.

“That’s
scheduled for tonight, I believe,” Doug said.

At that point,
I put down the phone and began sobbing. John came to find me a few
minutes later but when he tried to hug me, I rebuffed him.

“I guess you
heard.” I nodded. “Then you know I have to leave right away.”

“What about
Paris?”

“I know, but
he’s in trouble. In serious trouble. We’ll have to go another—”

“Leave him
there,” I said.

We looked at
each other for a long minute in silence.

“You know I
can’t.”

I didn’t see
John the rest of the weekend. I spent my time making calls and
managed to cancel the plane tickets but we lost money on the hotel.
The rest of the time I spent nursing my anger. I was calm with my
husband when he did return—after all, it wasn’t his fault, beyond
inviting this man to our continent in the first place—but reserved
too. We endured many silent arguments.

Douglas stayed
in Toronto for his trial and sentencing. He got fifteen years,
which was lucky for him. How Ted kept him from being deported, I’ll
never understand. And now Douglas had a new home in Kingston.

I refused to
visit him there and refused to let John tell Karl about his uncle,
the convicted criminal. My brother-in-law’s ways, contrary to his
glamorous looks and easy manner, clashed with ours and always
would. That he would involve himself with women like this Angeline
was enough for me to keep his influence away from our family. On
this matter time, rather than dissipating such feelings, cemented
them.

 


~~~~

 


Small wonder
then that the news of his impending parole for good behaviour hit
me like a wrecker’s ball five years later.

During his
absence, and in my opinion because of his absence, our lives
blossomed. Karl was proving himself to be a clever child and the
latter half of the 1960s turned out to be a mostly bountiful period
for John in real estate. As the new decade approached, we were able
to move out of our small apartment into a brand new three-bedroom
semi-detached house in the north end of St. Catharines. Life was
good for the Stevenson family; five years without the refrain
of:

“When can I see
Uncle Douglas again?”

For nearly a
month after his uncle’s release—I always regretted letting John
take our son to Kingston for his release—Karl pestered us with this
request. But only once every day. As if he was above nagging or
repetition, or understood too well the power of subtlety. We might
have gotten used to it except we could never predict when it would
occur.

“Your uncle’s
busy and has responsibilities,” John would say. “It’s not easy for
him to leave Toronto.”

“Why can’t we
go and see him?”

“It’s not that
simple.” Then my son would pout and John would add, “We’ll try
Karl, we’ll try.”

I grew to dread
that pout on that little face, which echoed John’s after each one
of these exchanges. It must have been hard for him to refuse when
he agreed with our son. John felt seeing our son might help Douglas
too. I had to agree and I grew weary of fighting it.

“I’ve been
thinking about it,” I said one time, after John had put Karl to bed
and joined me in the living room for a glass of wine.

“About
what?”

I pointed
upstairs. “It’s not fair for Karl not to know his uncle. And with
my parents gone, Douglas is the only other family the boy has. And
he’s the only family you have in Canada too.”

“Helen, if you
give Doug a chance—it’s been five years. Trust me, he’s a changed
man.” I shrugged noncommittally, to which he replied, “But you’re
saying you’re okay if he comes for a visit.”

“I don’t know
about a visit, maybe somewhere neutral first And as long as you and
your brother refer to the penitentiary as a hospital.”

“He’ll find out
the truth someday.”

“Not if we’re
diligent.”

John accepted
my condition. We decided on a picnic at the Niagara Gorge, but to
meet at Lock Three, with its new observation platform. Douglas was
waiting for us in the parking lot, leaning his long back alongside
a late model Ford LTD, the sun beaming on its deep blue body and
reflecting off his sunglasses. It felt much like the airport only
this time I was the nervous one, not John.

I watched
warily as my brother-in-law picked up Karl and hoisted him up so
their eyes could meet, then shuddered when Karl squealed with
delight. With Karl nestled against him, Douglas approached me and
put out his murderer’s hand.

“It’s nice to
see you again Helen,” he said. His voice had changed; the accent,
like John’s had, gradually becoming more Canadian.

“Douglas,” I
said.

“Doug. Please.
But that’s okay. We’re all starting over, aren’t we?”



“Nice car,”
John said.

“Just got it
this week. Used. Been working lots of overtime, enough for a down
payment. Say, why don’t we take it for a spin to the Falls?”

“What about the
ships?” I said.

“I asked
someone,” Douglas said. “None are scheduled to pass through for at
least two hours.”

John glanced
over at me and I nodded as Douglas let my son down.

“You wanna ride
shotgun?” he said, to Karl who began jumping with joy.

“Hold on,” I
said. “He’s too small.”

I guided a
grumbling Karl to the backseat next to me while John and Douglas
moved our picnic things from trunk to trunk. Traffic was heavy and
the twenty-minute drive took nearly forty, which wasn’t nearly as
frustrating as Karl playing with the automatic window opener on
this hot day. Finally, Doug spotted a narrow opening for a parking
spot and squeezed the car in.

Karl took his
uncle’s hand and the two walked off to where the crowds were; it
was hard for John and me to keep up. But what pleased me was that
it didn’t bother me, Karl choosing to go with his uncle. I wasn’t
jealous about it at all. In fact, it was nice to walk freely with
John, and not in a state of constant alertness in case Karl bolted.
The bond between uncle and nephew had a natural affinity that
seemed their own special thing, independent of, but not threatening
to, my relationship with my son. I looked at John. If anyone would
be jealous, it would be him at how Karl seemed to favour the
younger brother. But he too seemed to appreciate what was
happening; judging by how he pressed my hand in that loving manner
of his from when we first dated.

John and I drew
away to a position against the rail to make it easy for Doug and
Karl to get closer. We had experienced the wonder of the Falls
often enough; this was new to them. The thunder of the water as it
cascaded over the escarpment, punishing rocks in its way, falling
into the pool below, casting a cool spray over the receptive crowd.
We all laughed when Karl laughed each time he got wet.

Eventually the
endless flow of people became too much and I could sense Karl
getting claustrophobic. I worked my way through to tap Doug on his
shoulder. They were about to retreat when Karl pointed his finger
down at the water.

“There’s a
boat,” he said.

“It’s the Maid
of the Mist,” I said.

“Can we go on
it?”

“When you’re
older, and bigger.”

“Uncle Douglas,
will you take me now?”

“Listen to your
mother,” he said.

This indeed was
a new Douglas Stevenson. Still the stunningly handsome, confident
man on the outside, drawing looks from the women around him. But
the part that spoke and acted had changed completely. I couldn’t
say if it was rehabilitation or some magical connection with his
nephew, only that I liked it. I liked it a great deal, which was so
shocking because I’d wanted to hate it.

The drive to
Niagara Gorge went much quicker, its relative sparseness a respite
from the overcrowded, overly loud Falls. We surveyed the site,
looking among the trees, families, barbecue pits, and running kids,
until we spotted a vacant area. Karl and I went to claim it while
John and Doug brought the chairs, a Styrofoam cooler, reading
material, toys and games. As Doug set up chairs, John took me
aside.

“You won’t
believe what just happened.”

“What?” I said,
fearing that awful Angeline had showed up.

“No, no,” John
said, “you’ll like this. When I was getting the stuff I told him to
bring out the cooler with the beer but he refused. ‘Better not,
while I’m driving,’ he said. Can you believe it?”

“That is unlike
him.”

“He’s really
changed.”

“Maybe, John,
maybe. Then again, maybe he’s just on good behaviour for now.”

“Oh Helen.”

His reaction
made me feel bad for my cynicism. Especially as I shared his
optimism but just seemed unable to admit it aloud. “Sadly, though,
this means you’ll be dry too.”

“Oh, right,” he
said.

Karl ignored
his toys and went off to play by a tree. As I sorted the
sandwiches, Doug told us about his life in Toronto, His job at a
meat packing plant didn’t pay as well as the one at General Motors
had, and the modern apartment he had in a new section of high rises
cost more than the house he had shared in St. Catharines. The cost
of living was higher too yet somehow he was better off, happier.
The restrictions of his parole dictated a less frivolous, and
therefore less expensive lifestyle, I pointed out. Doug nodded.
John came just short of being maudlin in saying how proud he was of
his brother while I hinted this was a good example of prison
rehabilitation. Doug agreed, crediting the help of friends he’d
made, “on the inside.” No further mention was made of his
incarceration and I didn’t dare bring up Angeline of whom we’d
never hear anything again.

While we
talked, I did not fail to notice a cluster of girls obviously
smitten with John’s brother. Whether he chose to ignore them or was
oblivious, I couldn’t help feeling impressed and heartened that
Doug kept his attention on us. The girls kept their distance too,
probably unsure whether I was with Doug or not. I didn’t mind that.
More irritating were John’s longing glances toward the parking lot.
Eventually I got tired of it and told him to get the beer
cooler.

“None for me,”
Doug said, when John offered him one. “I’ll wait till I’m back in
Toronto.”

“Can we go down
the trail?” Karl said, just then joining us.

“It’s warm and
getting late,” John said, now hesitating to open his beer. “Maybe
we’ll skip it this time.”

“What trail?”
Doug said.

Karl and I
pointed toward a small opening, about a hundred yards away, where a
gap in the fence led to steps down the steep cliff. “The path goes
all the way down to the Niagara River,” John said.

“I’ll take
him,” Doug said. “I’d like to see it.

Without waiting
for a response, Karl took his uncle’s hand, but Doug didn’t move
until I nodded my consent. Barely seconds after they were on their
way, the two girls conspicuously rose and followed them. I didn’t
care. It gave me an opportunity to lay back on the blanket and look
into the tree above, its full leaves filtering the light of the sun
enough to let me remove my sunglasses. John happily opened his
bottle and a novel.

About an hour
later the two hikers returned. John was finishing his third beer.
Everyone agreed it was time to go. Once the picnic items were
stored in the trunk, and after I’d settled Karl in the backseat, I
turned to Doug.

“Why not come
back to our house for a coffee?”

Doug smiled in
that pleasantly aggressive way I remembered from years earlier, but
this time touched with humility, something I had never seen in him
before. “I’d love to,” he said. “Thanks.”

And so began
the reunification of our extended family as that first evening
together went as well as could be expected. From then on Doug was a
regular visitor. I was determined to make an effort to trust him,
which wasn’t always easy.

On a Sunday
several weeks later, a gorgeous summer day, I was making tea when
the kettle stopped its whistling. The house was deathly quiet. I
poured a cup and tried to take a sip from the hot beverage before
addressing the unsettled feeling in me. A whishing gust of wind
through the dining room window reached the living room to crinkle
the newspaper in John’s hand.

“Where have
they gone?” I said, trying to hide the alarm in my voice.

“The orchard, I
imagine,” John said. When I said nothing, he put his paper down.
“Let’s go for a walk.”

Fifty metres
down the street, a laneway between two houses led to what would be
Karl’s public school soon. It had a large football field where some
children were playing a game of touch. Beyond the far goal post
stood a small orchard. Rows of trees sprouting mature peaches,
apples, pears. Doug and Karl were standing up, facing each other,
our son’s back to us. I now sensed our arrival might be an
unwelcome intrusion.

We had taken
barely three steps when we saw Doug hoisting Karl with urgency. Now
he came running toward us, carrying my boy, who was crying.

“Oh my God,” I
said. “What’s happened?”

“No time,” Doug
said. “I know what to do.”

Normally we
would not have accepted that and would have forced him to stop, but
the confidence in his manner muted both John and me. We struggled
to keep pace with Doug, despite the extra weight he was carrying.
He had already sat Karl by the kitchen table and was on his way to
his car when we came in. My son was moaning and feeling his
stomach. I rushed to him to rub his forehead and belly until Doug
came back with a first aid kit. He rustled around for a small
bottle and then a spoon in the cutlery drawer.

“What’s that?”
John said.

“Ipecac. It’ll
make him throw up. Karl ate one of the fruits from the trees.”

“Oh dear,” I
said, recalling a recent article about vandals spraying wild fruit
trees with poison, which had already killed some dogs and
squirrels.

My
brother-in-law opened a small bottle and poured less than a
teaspoon of the liquid in it. He came over to Karl but Karl pushed
his hand away. I then gave it a try but he resisted my arm too. I
held my ground. “Karl Philip, now.”

This time he
let me put it down him. He made a face at first but then relaxed,
even smiled for a moment and began to lie down. Doug rushed over,
shoved me aside, and lifted Karl up.

“Keep him up,
he might choke on his—”

The emetic
began to take effect and I followed them to the bathroom where my
son’s vomit and tears were horrible to watch, but for the best. The
Ipecac seemed to work, because he looked better afterward, although
plenty mad at all of us.

“I’ll leave
this with you,” Doug said, putting the bottle in the top cupboard,
as he closed up his first aid kit.

“I’m surprised
you would have something like this,” John said.

“I’m surprised
you don’t,” Doug said, curtly.

The implication
we were unprepared parents offended me, but only briefly. Karl’s
anger, on the other hand, lasted weeks. We never knew if he’d been
poisoned or not and maybe we’d made him throw up for nothing, but
it wasn’t worth taking the chance.

Doug came down
almost every weekend to spend time with us. He declared that doing
so staved off his former temptations. I didn’t quite believe him. I
was sure he indulged in drinking and partying as much as his parole
conditions would allow in Toronto, but happy to remain ignorant as
long as he kept that part of his life from us.

It became a
standing date on nice weekends for the four of us to spend at least
half a day at the beach at Lakeside Park. The women fawned over
Doug, and he paid them attention too, but was never disrespectful
to us or to them. At least not so much as we noticed. He showed
more interest in his nephew and it was nice when the two of them
would go for their little walks to the merry-go-round, followed by
a long swim, leaving us some peace and quiet.

That peace and
quiet was nice but, in a way, John and I became a little envious of
our son and wanted time with Doug for ourselves. Adult time. We
were fortunate to find a trustworthy babysitter in a high school
student named Violet Baxter. She lived only a short walk away, on
the other side of the orchard, and was usually available on short
notice.

Which she
proved to be during the 1970 World Rowing Championships, hosted by
St. Catharines at the Henley Regatta. A nostalgic wave swept over
my brother-in-law who came down to Niagara for the entire event,
staying at a friend’s house in Thorold. John managed to get away on
a Wednesday so the four of us could attend some races with his
brother. Never had I witnessed something so worldly in our small
city; it was that exciting. Doug, though, was in a wistful mood
much of the time, perhaps melancholic about what might have been
for him. When I asked about it, he shrugged me off, but then
offered to take us out to dinner, implying perhaps he would open up
there. Only by this time the long day had tired Karl out. I needed
to get him home and to bed so I was doubtful about accepting. Then
John suggested I call Violet.

“Why can’t I go
too?” a revitalized Karl said, once we were at home, upon seeing
his babysitter.

I sighed and
looked at Violet who smiled as she gathered her black hair and
threw it back; she was already used to Karl’s ways. I really liked
this girl, glad to have found someone I felt comfortable leaving
alone with my son. Best of all, Karl adored her and, aside from his
“Uncle Douglas”—he would never say Doug—didn’t care much for anyone
else.

“Now Karl,”
Violet said, “your uncle is taking your parents out to dinner and
it’s going to be a late night. You have to go to bed soon.”

“But I want to
see Uncle Douglas.”

“You saw him
all day,” I said. “In fact, you’ve seen him every weekend for the
past month, and in a couple of weeks you’ll see him again.”

“We didn’t go
for our walk and swim at the beach.”

“I can’t
believe you’re not tired, after all the sun and excitement,” I
said, shaking my head.

“So how was the
rowing, Mrs. Stevenson?”

“Marvellous.
What an event for the city.”

“I know. I saw
some of the qualification heats the first day and it all just seems
so, sophisticated.”

I laughed.
“Maybe now people will spell St. Catharines properly.” Violet
laughed and then I felt a tug at my pant leg.

“When are Dad
and Uncle Douglas coming back?”

“Soon enough.
Be patient.”

“Come on,
Karl,” Violet said. “We’ll have fun, just the two of us. Maybe
we’ll do a puzzle before you go to bed. Why don’t you go find a
good one?”

Karl left the
room but then the back door opened. Shortly he returned, without a
puzzle, but leading his uncle by the hand, guiding him to a chair.
I then introduced Doug to Violet.

At first it
amused me to see the girl’s predictable reaction to my
brother-in-law, her blushing, demure admiration. But my amusement
gave way to concern the longer this went on. Violet kept gazing at
him to the point where it became disturbing, more so because he
seemed to encourage it.

“So Doug,” I
said, intentionally interrupting at one point, “how were the rest
of the races?”

“Pardon? Oh,
terrific. Great finals, and what a great course.”

“How did we
do?”

“You mean
England or Canada?” I shrugged and he sighed. “Either way, not
good. Pretty much an Eastern European sweep.”

Violet cleared
her throat. “Mrs. Stevenson tells me you used to row, um, Mr.—”

“Doug, call me
Doug. And yes, it’s true. Both John and I did. Who knows, I might
have been racing myself today, if I had stayed with it.”

“Why didn’t
you?” Violet said.

“John, are you
ready to go?” I yelled to the stairs, drowning out Doug’s
response.

I heard a
muffled reply and got up, but sat back down as John came into the
room. He said hello to Violet who barely acknowledged him.

“Let’s go,” I
said, standing up, terminating the conversation.

I spotted
Violet’s outline in the window observing us as we drove away. While
reliable and good with Karl, she was still a naive high school
girl, the type who spent her earnings on teen magazines and
whatever makeup her parents could tolerate. This infatuation with a
striking man like Doug was understandable but even the slightest
possibility of a teenage crush had to be averted.

But once autumn
rolled around, Doug wasn’t in St. Catharines much, although he
remained a fixture on Sunday afternoons. He’d go back to Toronto
the same day. His time with us at Christmas was brief and we spent
New Year’s without him.

However, there
was one event my husband’s brother wasn’t going to miss.

“This Super
Bowl thing is fantastic,” Doug said, taking a pull from his beer
and then rubbing Karl’s head.

John smiled.
“This is the fifth one already. Every year it gets better.”

“But my
first.”

An awkward
moment, this rare reference to his time in jail. I announced I
would order pizza and returned from the call with a fresh round of
beers.

“Too bad the
Bills aren’t in it,” John said, “but sometimes it’s nice to be
neutral. Less tense.”

“For you
maybe,” Doug said, drawing a confused look from his brother.
“Right, I haven’t told you. I’ve become a Cowboys fan. I hope I’m
still welcome.”

John’s face
dropped at this blasphemy. Then Doug pointed to the television
where Dallas had just scored the go-ahead touchdown against the
Baltimore Colts. John watched the end of the play and the replays,
but then turned back to face his brother.

“Once you pick
a team you should stick to it.”

“Like the
Bills,” Karl said.

“There, see, my
son understands team loyalty.”

“John, you have
to admit Buffalo’s pretty awful these days. So why not cheer for a
winner. Especially one that can win you some bets.”

“But Dallas?
They don’t score. They won the conference game by a score of 5-0.
That’s a hockey game, not a football game.”

“They still
won, didn’t they?”

The commercials
ended and Dallas kicked off. When the play stopped again, John
sighed.

“Buffalo sure
did stink this year. At least you’re not cheering for Boston, I
mean, New England.”

“Ah, yes, I
remember that season. That was fun.”

I looked up to
see if Doug meant more by that remark. But he was acting as if I
wasn’t even in the room. That bothered me more than the reminder of
that difficult day six years before.

Six years, yet
the incident remained a clear memory to me—I even had the
occasional dream still—but I was beginning to doubt it had actually
happened as I remembered. What was dream, what was memory? I
couldn’t be sure.

Just before
halftime, the pizza came. I put the box in the middle of the coffee
table and then fetched some plates and napkins. I replenished
everyone’s beer, and Karl’s soda, and then sat next to my
brother-in-law.

“So Doug, how
will you spend your weekends after football?”

Karl stopped
eating to look up at his uncle, then at me.

“Haven’t
thought much about that yet. You and John have been so good in
hosting me and making me part of the family, but I think I’ve
overstayed my welcome.”

“Nonsense,”
John said.

“John’s right,”
I said, “that’s not what concerns me. There’s someone who’s gotten
used to you being around.”

“And that guest
room doesn’t shut down for the winter either,” John said.

“I see,” Doug
said.

The topic
evaporated once the second half started. Baltimore kicked the
winning field goal with five seconds left in the game. Doug didn’t
seem in a mood for discussion and surprised us by not staying the
night.

When his uncle
didn’t visit for several weeks, Karl didn’t complain. Then there
was a visit, followed by others, but they were sporadic and usually
on short notice. It appeared Karl had adjusted to the lack of
regularity in seeing his uncle and we were relieved, albeit
confused. Whenever we brought the subject up, Karl would shrug his
shoulders in a secretive way, leaving us more confused. To a
discrete inquiry whether he was mad at his uncle, Karl was annoyed
at first, but then laughed, as if he thought we were joking. We
didn’t deny it and stopped wondering.

The following
spring John’s boss offered us the use of a cottage in Muskoka for a
weekend. Normally we would never have considered going without
Karl. But he was six going on twelve and we felt enough confidence
in him, and in Violet, to trust her with him for a couple of
days.

This was our
first time leaving our son for more than a day and it took time to
ensure all preparations and precautions were in place.
Consequently, we departed an hour later than intended. I relaxed
once we reached the highway until, across the meridian a familiar
looking vehicle drove by us, the driver’s face turned away.

“Did you see
that car, John? It looked like Doug’s.”

“Nonsense. Why
would he be here?”

“It’s
strange.”

“He doesn’t
drive the only blue LTD in the province.”

I stewed for
another minute, trying to convince myself it was a coincidence. I
was not successful. I suggested we go back, just to make sure, but
John wouldn’t hear of anything getting in the way of a wonderful
weekend.

 


~~~~

 


And it was a
wonderful weekend. My concerns left me once I indulged in the
beauty of the the still lakes shaped like puzzle pieces—not even
that made me worry about Karl—bordered by swathes of evergreens
threatening to swallow the tiny cottages. For the first time since,
well, since Doug came to Canada, I experienced the joy of having
John to myself for an extended time, without human
distractions.

We returned
home Sunday evening to find Violet watching a Disney movie, Karl in
bed. Something in her demeanour troubled me. She seemed nervous,
didn’t ask about our trip, and barely acknowledged the t-shirt we’d
brought back for her. John headed to his little office to get some
paperwork ready for next week. After checking on Karl, I offered to
make tea and watch the rest of the movie with her, but she seemed
anxious to go.

That’s when I
spotted small bits of ashes in the ashtray, as if it had been
emptied but not wiped. Violet didn’t smoke; in fact the only people
in our house who did were John, rarely, and Doug. I inspected the
ashtray, sniffed at it while Violet watched guardedly. The smell
wasn’t tobacco, though, but something sweeter. I recognized it from
the days when Doug would come home from his bar smelling of booze
and this stuff.

“Have you been
smoking marijuana?” I said, more shocked than angry.

“No.”

“I think you’d
better go home,” I said, irritated by her obvious lie, and ushered
her to the door and out. “We’ll discuss this later,” I added, to
which she nodded meekly.

I went to clean
the guestroom but found the bedding unused. I rushed to the master
bedroom. Our bed was made but not as perfectly as I had left it.
Then I noticed the room smelled different. Like sex. I tore off the
ruffled duvet and sheets. More tiny ashes and several unfamiliar
blond hairs. The first thing that came to mind was Doug. The idea
of him and Violet—preposterous. I composed myself before taking the
linen to the basement and stuffing it into the laundry machine. I
returned upstairs, sprayed the bedroom with air freshener, and
remade the bed. Then, to keep my mind occupied and prevent myself
chasing after the girl, I began vacuuming. That made John come out
of his office.

“What are you
doing? Can’t that wait?”

“I’m sorry
John, but—”

“But what?
You’ll wake Karl.”

“You’re right,
I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

As I started to
put the vacuum cleaner away, it hit something under the bed. I
kneeled down and pulled out an unfamiliar book with a white cover
entitled, Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation. I opened
it up and saw a name there, Gareth or Garth. What a relief. I
didn’t know who this boy was but at least I knew who it wasn’t.

I still
intended to confront Violet but it seemed as if she was avoiding
me. She couldn’t outsmart me, though.

Often John
would ask me to evaluate his preparations for Open Houses on a
Saturday or Sunday morning. I would help him by pointing out ways
to spruce up the home to make it more attractive to strangers. I
had no difficulty convincing Violet to watch Karl for the morning
after explaining John would be with me. When we came back from our
errand, I suggested the four of us go for ice cream. She accepted
once she saw Karl’s eagerness to go. What I didn’t mention was that
Doug was going to meet us there to take us back so John could
attend his Open Houses. But I’d arranged it so my brother-in-law
would arrive late enough to leave a gap for a talk between us
girls.

The weather
co-operated but the canal didn’t. The bridge was just going up for
a ship and we were stuck waiting. It seemed to take forever to get
across; the puffy, languid clouds were moving faster. Finally, we
drove into the green expanse of farmland and its slight pasture
odour. The Avondale dairy was easy to spot for its white silos
towering over the flat countryside, especially against that blue
sky. There were several cars parked by the picnic tables but,
thankfully, not Doug’s LTD.

Violet was
acting normal and helping Karl pick out his flavours; I let John
choose for me while I watched the road. Still no sign of my
brother-in-law, but I knew my window of opportunity was shrinking.
Once our ice creams had been consumed and everyone had gone to the
bathroom, John looked at his watch.

“Time to get
going,” he said, causing Violet to perk up, but she didn’t say
anything.

“Yes, it’s
okay,” I said. “We’ll be fine.”

Violet watched
us with curious detachment but when she saw John going into his car
without us following, she began to clue in.

“Hey, what’s
going—why aren’t?—is Mr. Stevenson coming back?” I guided Karl to
the swings to have him play with some other kids while I took
Violet aside. “What’s going on?” she said, her voice now
suspicious, almost angry.

Doing my best
to restrain judgement, I explained my suspicions about what had
happened at the house. Her face dropped a little with each word;
she listened intently but denied nothing.

“So who is this
Gareth, or Garth?” I said.

“Who?” she
said, now taken aback. I retrieved the odd book from my purse and
she looked as if she was going to faint. Then I opened it and
showed her the name, at which point she recovered. “Oh, Gareth,”
she said, still sounding unsure, confused.

“Are you in
love with him?” I said, looking her in the eyes, which actually
seemed to calm her. “Oh, Violet, you’re much too young. I’m not
your mother and maybe it’s not my place, but I do consider you like
a little sister. And as a sister, I urge you to be careful. Before
something terrible happens.”

“I will,” she
said, taking the book.

Doug showed up
a few minutes later. The only one who acted happy to see him was
Karl. Doug could not have missed the tension but paid no special
notice to Violet or to me and acted his usual self with Karl. His
indifference to our babysitter—a couple of times she playfully
touched him but he backed away—seemed to bother her. The silly
girl; I’d have to warn her about Doug too, but later.

I never needed
to. The rest of the summer there was no inkling of anything between
them beyond the usual signs of a minor infatuation on her part. And
if that helped keep this Gareth fellow at bay, as it appeared to
do, then what was the harm? Doug still joined us at the beach on
weekends and Violet once again became our regular babysitter; their
paths rarely crossed. I trusted Violet had wised up about boys or,
if she had tried anything with Doug, that he’d spurned her.

Then one Sunday
in the fall, while Karl was taking a nap and Doug, John, and I were
watching a football game, I asked John what we should do for Karl’s
seventh birthday. He scowled, either at what I’d said or a bad call
by the referee.

“What is it?” I
said, realizing it was the former.

“I have a
conference in Kitchener that weekend.”

“Oh John,
really.”

“Helen, why
don’t you and Karl come spend the day in Toronto with me?” Doug
said.

John and I
exchanged glances. We’d never visited his new home. We’d never
asked nor had we ever been invited. That was partly due to my fear
of encountering another Angeline.

“Sounds like a
good idea,” John said.

“I’ll make it a
special day for the boy,” Doug went on. “There’s so much to do
there, even in November.”

“I don’t really
like driving in the city,” I said, although otherwise warming to
the idea.

“I’ll be
needing the car for Kitchener anyway,” John said.

“Just take the
bus,” Doug said. “It’s only an hour or so and I’ll pick you up at
the station. It’ll be an adventure for Karl.”

While I wasn’t
too keen on taking public transport, I knew Karl would be thrilled.
And it was his birthday, after all.

When we put the
idea to him, he wasn’t sure at first. But when Doug told him about
the Greyhound bus and subway he became too excited for me to
protest.

The first half
hour on the bus, my son was abuzz with excitement, to the amusement
of the other passengers. But once we passed the horseshoe into
Oakville he was asleep.

“Ready for a
busy day?” Doug said as he helped unload a groggy Karl and assisted
me down the bus step.

“Yeah!” Karl
said, instantly energized again.

“Where are you
parked?” I said.

“Car’s in the
shop, I’m afraid. Turns out it wasn’t such a great vehicle.”

Doug led us out
to Bay Street where he hailed a taxi. After helping us in the
backseat, he took the front and affected the tone of a train
conductor.

“First stop,
Ontario Place.”

“Why aren’t we
taking a subway?” Karl said.

“We will.”

At Ontario
Place, Karl stared in awe at the glassed orb in the water of Lake
Ontario, connected to four other pavilion pods propped up on
spindly supports. The place had only opened that year but was now
closed for the season. I wondered why we’d come here.

“Next summer,
we’ll ride the pedal boats,” Doug said.

We then walked
along the waterfront, which was nice with the cool lake breeze, the
choppy water, and so few people around. A brave sailboat jostled in
the wake of a ferry to the Toronto Islands. I could have walked for
hours but noticed Karl getting tired and cold and suggested we get
something to eat.

We found a
modest restaurant and Doug and I each had a burger with fries and
cokes while Karl settled for a hot dog and chocolate milk. I was
starving and finished mine quickly. But Karl was taking his time,
as usual.

“I wouldn’t say
no to a beer,” I said.

“I was thinking
the same thing,” Doug said.

The place had
gotten busier and it took a while for him to return with our
drinks. When he did, Karl had finished eating. I expected my son to
get impatient to do something, but he seemed content to watch all
the strange-looking people, from various races. When we finished
our beers slowly and, happy in my indolence, part of me hoped Doug
would suggest another round.

“Time for our
next stop,” he said, instead.

“But I like it
here,” Karl said and looked at me.

“Maybe we could
stay here, Doug, and take it easy.”

“Nonsense, I
promised a subway ride, didn’t I?”

This swayed
Karl. We walked to Union Station, down the stairs, and caught a
northbound train to Eglinton Station. A longer than expected bus
ride took us to Don Mills Road. From there, a short walk to the
Ontario Science Centre.

Karl showed no
sign of exhaustion climbing in and out of rockets, pulling levers,
pressing buttons, and running around the air-conditioned rooms. But
as we stood in line to touch the Van de Graaff generator to get his
hair raised, his energy and interest vanished.

“We should
probably call it a day,” I said.

Doug then
leaned down to Karl who was holding on to my hand.

“Would you like
to see my pad, Karl?”

“Doug, what are
you doing?”

“Relax,” he
said. “I thought this might happen, which is why we came here last.
I live just across the street.”

Then he pointed
at a chocolate-coloured high rise and told me his was the one
behind it. Karl was starting to close his eyes again, but kept them
open when he noticed me watching.

“Mom, are we
going home?”

“We’re going to
your uncle’s place first. It’s close.”

“I want to go
home. To sleep.”

“You can take a
nap at his place. It’ll be more comfortable than the bus.”

Doug picked
Karl up and hoisted him on his shoulders so he could press the
button for the fifteenth floor. Then he set him down. My son leaned
against me, his eyes shut. He would be asleep the moment his body
hit anything soft, I thought, and now this detour seemed a good
idea. While Doug went to the kitchen, I found the bedroom and
tucked my weary son in the bed. Karl tried to say something but was
asleep when I asked him to repeat it.

I found Doug
sitting on the sofa. The walls were filled with prints of
paintings. He seemed to have a predilection for abstract nudes.
Individually none were offensive but, collectively, it seemed in
dubious taste. Books were piled onto the two lone chairs so I sat
beside him. Then I saw the two frothy red drinks on the table in
front of us. I was thirsty and picked up the one closest to me. He
took the other and raised it in an informal toast.

“Whoa,” I said,
“this packs a punch.”

“Sorry, too
strong?”

“That’s okay,
it tastes nice. I’ll drink it slow.”

But my thirst
betrayed my intent and the sweet drink was soon finished, and just
as quickly replenished. Then I saw a familiar book on the table and
picked it up.

“What’s this?”
I said, trying to act nonchalant, fighting to still my shaking
hands.

“Ah, my book
about reincarnation.”

A coincidence.
It had to be a coincidence. What did I know about books?
Reincarnation was a popular theme in this Age of Aquarius, wasn’t
it? This could be a best seller, for all I knew. I slowly turned
the cover and there was that name, Gareth.

“Who’s Gareth?”
I asked, struggling to keep my voice calm.

“A friend,”
Doug said, strangely. “From prison. He lent me that book, you could
say.”

I nearly
dropped the thing on the table. Of course. I’d known it all along.
Violet’s lover was none other than my brother-in-law. I reached for
the drink and swallowed it whole. Its sweetness soothed my throat
for an all too brief moment before the alcohol hit me.

“Are you all
right, Helen?”

We stared at
each other a moment until a smile came back to his face. Before I
could answer, Doug took my empty glass to the kitchen. He was
taking longer than before and I picked up the book, flipped through
it. It looked more scientific than spiritual. Then I saw the
author’s name was Stevenson.

“People think
he’s a relative,” Doug said, with a knowing grin, while holding my
new drink. “And by people, of course, I mean the ladies.”

“And you don’t
correct them?” He shrugged as he sat down. I needed to keep calm,
not to let on what I knew, not until I found a way to handle it.
“So you’re what the English would refer to as a cad? Have you even
read it?”

“God no. Too
academic for my taste.”

“Women really
fall for this?”

“Just the
pretty ones. And they do because they want to. It’s like a
lubricant of sorts, you know, to ease away their resistance to my
charms.”

“Vulnerable
teenage girls too?” This induced a look and I couldn’t help myself.
“Like Violet?”

My accusatory
tone came out limp, which made him chuckle, and that made me laugh
too. It all seemed kind of funny. But it wasn’t funny. I was so
mixed up. Everything was mixed up. He then took the book from my
hands, pushed it to the end of the coffee table.

“But I doubt
such an unsophisticated ruse would ever work on a woman like you,
Helen.”

I had to stand
up, step away. I took my drink with me to the balcony and looked
out over the cityscape of high-rise apartments, roads, and parks.
Down below, a woman was entering a taxi, carrying a child. I wished
they were Karl and me.

“I often wonder
how things might have been different if I’d come to Toronto instead
of St. Catharines.”

“My parents
lived in Toronto for a while, before I was born,” I said, watching
the taxi drive off, suppressing an urge to wave.

“You don’t
say?” he said, and then began rubbing my neck.

I tried to
shift away, but his grip was strong. Below, a pair of cars were
circling the front driveway. Or were they still and was it me
circling? I looked away to watch some kids tossing a football to
each other. When one missed and the ball skipped off the lawn and
onto the road, I began to feel woozy. Douglas moved his hand down
to my back to support me.

“It’s okay
Helen, lie down, you’re tired.”

I obeyed and
let him take my glass and settle me on the couch. The room spun for
a moment until I started watching the walls. What a strange place,
all those naked women on the walls, and now I was about to join
them. What? He had already unbuttoned my blouse and was slipping
off my bra—so expert, so smooth, those hands—and now removing my
skirt. I resisted but he forced it, tearing the fine material. That
brief flash of horror abandoned me once I was naked and he was too.
When I felt him on me but then I wanted to submit my body to those
hands while I watched that gorgeous face.

“You’re a
beautiful woman,” a voice said.”

“I’m a
beautiful woman,” said another voice, mine.

“And we’ve
always been meant for each other, no?”

I couldn’t say
anything to that, not sure if it was true or not, but fearing it
was. My throat betrayed me and let out a small sigh. Then those
lips of his and every part of his wonderful body pressed all over
me, on me, in me and, despite myself, I let it happen. I let it
happen because it felt wonderful, as never before . . .

When I awoke, I
was alert, but nauseous, with a small but pressing headache, and a
soul full of self-loathing. I knew instantly where I was, and that
I was naked, but couldn’t remember all that had happened. No, that
was a lie. I didn’t want to remember what had happened. I dressed
and rushed to the bedroom where my son lay asleep in his uncle’s
bed, oblivious.

“Karl, wake
up.” He rubbed his eyes and looked at the ceiling and I could see
fear in his eyes. “Come on, get up.”

“Where’s Uncle
Douglas?”

His question
arrested me, but only for a moment; I didn’t want to know. “No
questions, let’s go.”

“Can I say
goodbye—?”

“Hush.”

My tone stopped
him and he followed me out the strange room, down the strange
elevator and out to the strange dark street. I wasn’t sure where we
were. I headed to the left but Karl pulled me back.

“We came from
that way Mom.”

We walked to
Don Mills Road, and the vision of the Ontario Science Centre
reactivated my nausea. I looked at my watch: ten-fifteen. Had the
last bus to St. Catharines left yet?

Several minutes
passed before a taxi appeared, but it ignored us. I cursed after
it, drawing a stare from my son. We moved to a bus stop. One slowed
for us less than a minute later. I boarded and asked which
direction was downtown. The driver pointed across the street and
did not conceal his annoyance at having to stop for someone not
getting on. We crossed to the other side where I was able to wave a
taxi down.

“To the
Greyhound bus station and please hurry.” The taxi driver turned
around and stared at me for several seconds.

“You all right,
Ma’am? I can take you somewhere else, a place where they can help
you.”

His concern was
so touching it made me want to cry, only his perceptiveness
frightened me. I shook my head and pulled Karl to my side.

“No, just the
bus station.”

“As you
wish.”

Calmness
returned with the motion of the car and more so when the lights of
the downtown skyscrapers came into view.

“Excuse me, how
much would you charge to drive us all the way to St.
Catharines?”

“St.
Catharines? Well ma’am, I was hoping to go home after—”

He must have
seen something in my face for he then said it would be a hundred
dollars. I fished around my purse and found ninety, which I showed
him. He looked at the money, then at me, then at the dozing Karl,
and sighed. He took the bills, shut off the meter, and sped up. I
sat back and lay Karl down with his head in my lap.

I hoped he’d
sleep the entire way but soon he began regaling the amused taxi
driver with his impressions of Toronto. Every time my son mentioned
his uncle, I cringed. Fortunately, I was sitting on the right side,
out of the sightline of the driver’s rear view mirror, trying to
quell the sickening feeling growing in my stomach. The same feeling
I’d felt after Karl was conceived.

 


~~~~

 


I wasn’t
against having another child but I was against having that child.
The biological possibility it could be John’s existed—I had made
sure of that when he came home from his conference—but I knew
better.

It turned out
much easier to arrange an abortion than to make the decision. A
daytrip to a clinic in Buffalo and that would be that. The only
problem was I’d have to wait six weeks until the middle of January.
That meant hiding my secret—God, I hoped not to suffer the same
degree of morning sickness as I had with Karl—through Christmas and
the Super Bowl, while also resisting the inevitable misgivings
about my decision.

In all this, I
had not forgotten about Violet whom I hadn’t seen since we’d gone
for the ice cream. After dropping off Karl for his afternoon
kindergarten class one day, I drove to her parents’ bungalow.
Luckily, the carport was empty and Violet was home, alone, her
parents off to some bingo tournament or something.

“How did you
figure it out?” she said, although not surprised at my
discovery.

“Dear, you’ve
always had a crush on him,” I said. “I only just figured out the
extent of it.”

“I see,” she
said.

“If it hasn’t
already, it has to stop, now.”

Her face
twisted into a strange look, her eyes widened with contempt.
“You’re in love with him too, aren’t you?”

I wanted to
slap the girl. Instead, I took the blow of her accusation. My lack
of response only made it worse.

“I knew it,”
she said, her voice calm but firm. “And he’s in love with you too.
The way he’s always talking about you. I know he doesn’t love me
the same way. I’m just a vehicle for him.”

“Vehicle?”

“I’m
pregnant.”

“Oh Violet.” I
wanted to hug her then, sister to sister, and admit my own
situation. But I was the elder here, the adult. “You’re more
sensible than that. How could you let it happen?”

Then she told
me how Doug would come over while she watched Karl to fool around,
but that they didn’t have sex until that weekend John and I went
away to Muskoka. She insisted he use a condom, but then he started
talking about reincarnation, and how he used to have a kid brother
named Walter whom he wanted to come back to the world.

“It sounds so
stupid now,” Violet said, “but the way he put it. I mean . . .”

“You agreed to
be his surrogate.” She looked at me, as if unsure what the word
meant at first, and then nodded. “My brother-in-law is a sick man,”
I added. This only drew a shrug from Violet and I felt I hadn’t
made my point. “There’s no such thing as reincarnation.”

“You can’t
prove something like that.”

“But I can
prove there’s no Walter Stevenson.”

“Oh God,” she
said, and began crying.

I took her
hands in mine, told her to trust me, and then asked who else knew
about her pregnancy.

“My dad wants
me to have an abortion. But once I do, he’ll kick me out of the
house.”

“What about
your mom?”

“Same as my
dad.”

“What about . .
.”

“He doesn’t
know.”

The poor girl
was so scared. I decided then to keep my baby, John’s baby. I only
hoped he’d be happy with another child as we had planned to stop
with Karl.

“Violet, I’m
going to help you. Let me take care of things. Only, keep away from
my family. It may be months, it may be years, but it’s important,
you understand? And for God’s sake, never mention this
reincarnation nonsense to anyone.”

Her vigorous
nodding told me she was only too willing to follow any direction I
gave her.

In the
subsequent weeks, my brother-in-law was conspicuously absent,
particularly on Sundays. It made life easier for me but I couldn’t
stand seeing John watching his NFL games and Karl doing his puzzles
with such despondence. I could only take an hour or so before I had
to get out.

It was on one
of those Sundays in December I found myself driving aimlessly until
stopping by Port Weller. Soft snow was accumulating in the eerily
empty parking area. I looked south and saw the D. H. John Henry
about to enter Lock One, its last downbound lock for its last
navigation of the canal for the season.

Watching this
particular ship always reminded me of the day John proposed, its
presence a symbol of my deep love for him. Before Douglas showed
up.

I brushed off
the snow and sat on a bollard. The water looked grey and murky
under the cloudy sky, a sombre backdrop for the black ship. Its
movement was agonizingly slow.

Then I saw the
tugboats and men with radios. The ship wasn’t going to Lake
Ontario; it was being guided into a dry dock for repair or
maintenance. Or perhaps for scrap; two derricks on the other side
looking ready to plunder and transfer onto a conveyor belt leading
into a long, grey shed.

But no, more
likely it only needed a paint job or an engine retrofit; I’d seen
ships in much worse condition than this one in the locks. The
vessel still had plenty of life in it, even if that life was
unexciting.

It came to me
then what I had to do for John, for Karl, for me, for our future as
a family. It was so clear, so foul, but so necessary to repair the
ship that was Helen Stevenson, to brace it for a burden it would
carry forever.

I exorcised all
my hateful emotions to write a deceitful letter to Douglas, urging
him to watch the Super Bowl with us. I intimated I was not angry
about what happened in Toronto, and that it was my desire to see
him again. I baited him and he bit.

“I knew he
couldn’t miss the Super Bowl,” John said, while we watched nephew
and uncle sculpt snowmen outside. “Did you say anything to
him?”

“What would
make you say that?”

“I don’t know.
Things have seemed tense between you two, and with the baby—”

“John, please
don’t mention the baby just yet.”

“But I’m so
excited about it. Look at my brother with Karl, he’ll be
thrilled.”

“Just not yet,
John, not today, all right.”

The look of
unconditional empathy he gave me nearly broke my heart. I was glad
the other two came in then. As John went to fetch a beer for his
brother, Karl went to fetch a puzzle. Douglas seemed only too happy
to oblige his nephew and seemed to be avoiding me. I was so
frazzled inside, any word or gesture on his part could have
unnerved me at any second. Somehow I kept myself together until
game time.

“What about the
puzzle?” Karl said, looking at the half-finished farm scene.

“Tell you
what,” Douglas said. “If you finish it before halftime, I’ll give
you anything you want.”

“C’mon Doug,”
John said, “you can’t promise a little boy that, not one with an
imagination like Karl’s.”

“A drive to the
canal?” Karl said.

“You’re on.”
Douglas said.

So Karl set to
finishing the puzzle with vigour while we watched the game. Dallas
was winning, Douglas drinking and celebrating more than usual;
apparently, he’d bet plenty on his team. His mood was infectious
and John began cheering for the Cowboys too. As did I, but mine was
an act. I couldn’t tell if it was a successful one because my
brother-in-law rarely looked my way.

Karl finished
the puzzle long before halftime, save for one piece from the
middle.

“Uncle Douglas,
you took the last piece again.” His uncle shrugged and then Karl
jumped on him. “Yeah, you did. Give me it. Give me it.”

They wrestled
while John watched with amusement, until just before the halftime
whistle blew and the piece fell out of Douglas’s shirt pocket. Karl
picked up, rushed to the puzzle, and fit it in, letting out a loud
yell to proclaim his victory.

“Karl, settle
down,” I said, and he just dropped to the floor, exhausted. I got
him to bed before the second half started.

The rest of the
game was much quieter and seemed to take forever, a tough test for
my nerves. The final whistle blew and Douglas got up, as if to
leave. I nearly panicked.

“Where are you
going?” I said. “Stay for another beer.”

“The guys are
waiting for me at McCready’s. My money’s there.”

“So go and come
back,” John said.

“I don’t know,”
Douglas said.

“But Karl
barely got to spend any time with you,” I said then, and then moved
next to him and put my hands on his shoulders.

“Yes,” Douglas
said, and he looked confused. “What if I wake him and say
goodbye.”

“No,” I said,
now fearing I’d overplayed my hand. “He’s out for the night. But
he’ll be full of energy in the morning.”

“Yes,” John
said, who seemed as surprised as his brother at my insistence,
“stick around. It’s been a while.”

“You really
want me to stay over?” Douglas said, looking directly at me. There
was no mistaking the meaning in his eyes. I had him with my nod.
“But I still have to go to the bar.”

“Take John with
you. You two go and have a good time, stay out as late as you
want.”

What a relief
when I watched Douglas’s car drive off, with John in the passenger
seat.

It took only a
few minutes to prepare everything. Karl dozing away eliminated a
distraction, but at the cost of a time-killing option. A number of
times I felt my nerves would burst. Each time that happened I would
reach for the wine bottle but only once did I give in to that
temptation; I needed to stay awake and keep my wits.

It must have
been past one o’clock before I heard the back door opening; I
rushed up to bed and listened closely. I heard beer bottles opening
and the chatter of the two brothers. When my weariness started to
win out, when I was tempted to abandon my mission, I heard John
ambling up the stairs. Minutes later he was snoring a calm rhythm.
I waited, listened for a car, but instead heard the creak of the
basement door. It was time.

I slipped out
of bed, out of my nightgown and into an old bathrobe I should have
discarded long ago, and would after tonight. The carpet felt
ticklish on my bare feet.

My heart nearly
dropped when I stepped into the hallway and saw Karl’s bedroom door
open. He was a restless one, a wanderer, but why now? I looked in,
saw the bed occupied, and felt better. But then I pulled back the
covers and, sure enough, several teddy bears and a couple of Tonka
trucks huddled underneath. No little boy. I retreated to the master
bedroom to wait.

Finally his
soft footsteps came up the stairs. Karl was muttering something
about going to the canal in the morning. Oh, don’t make it worse,
dear, I thought, as he closed his door. I gave it another few
minutes and, as distinctive as John’s, came the sounds of his
dozing.

The living room
was a mess and I wondered how they could have done that so quickly.
Out of habit, I began cleaning up and, while doing so, thought
about backing out several times.

I regained my
nerve in the kitchen when I calmly retrieved the bottle of Ipecac
from the cupboard above the fridge. I practiced carrying it and the
two beer bottles, then opening one bottle, creating a distraction,
and putting in the emetic. My erratic efforts made me regret not
practicing all that time they were in the bar. Oh well. I made my
way down the dark basement.

The next few
hours, like that last piece in that jigsaw puzzle, lost, hidden,
forgotten, until . . .

 


~~~~

 


 There I stood outside my son’s door, in my
dishevelled, dirtied robe, struggling to restrain the rumbling
morning sickness from this newcomer inside me, with only one
thought: Get Karl to school.[image: tmp_3e708f7eafd7bcaaab74466bb0ce4046_9mEzG1_html_3d357bce.png][image: tmp_3e708f7eafd7bcaaab74466bb0ce4046_9mEzG1_html_55402c00.png]
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